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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). 

            







Chapter 1


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Here’s a heads-up before you start reading:

I had to remove Chapters 12-101 to comply with Kindle Unlimited’s exclusivity rules.

Book 1 (Chapters 1-101) is now available on Kindle and Audible



                

                I let out a small yawn, my cheek pressed against the cool bus window. For a brief moment, a street light blinds me, forcing me to close my eyes. When the light fades, another yawn escapes me.

Shifting my gym bag, I wriggle into a more comfortable position and sneak a peek toward the front of the half-full bus.

A standing boy mutters something, and his friends erupt in laughter. One of them, in particular, lets out a laugh that’s… well, it’s unique.

He continues to cackle without a care in the world. Honestly, it’s beginning to freak me out a bit. Seriously, what’s the deal with that laugh?

As I tear my gaze away from them, I catch the eye of a girl around my age sitting a few seats behind the noisy bunch. Annoyance is etched on her face.

Our eyes lock for a moment, and then we both nod. Just like that, an eternal bond is forged between us, united in our annoyance by the gaggle of kids but too lazy to do anything about it.



For a bit, I observe an older lady holding a somewhat cheeky-looking corgi. Then I nod at the blonde girl, my old friend Tess, and she waves at me before turning her attention back to the petite black-haired girl she is talking to.

I return my attention to the window and notice a small, nearly imperceptible grin on my reflection. Definitely not because someone else is suffering with me.

Nope.

Through my closed eyelids, I see the rhythmic flashes of streetlights as we pass by them. The hum of the bus and the muted conversations blend into a soothing white noise, lulling me toward sleep.

And then, suddenly, chaos erupts.

Blinding light.

A sensation of falling.

Terrified screams.

The flash of light is far more intense than any streetlight. The sensation is akin to the bus being hoisted into the air and dropped down.

Screams fill the air again, some quivering with fear, others laced with shock.

The cacophony of shattering glass and groaning metal assaults my ears. I open my eyes, only to squint as the overpowering light blinds me. My pupils constrict in surprise as they adjust to the brightness.

Daylight? What the heck?

I gape out the window at the blue sky and the sun peeking out from behind the clouds. If anyone asked, I’d swear it was morning, or maybe early afternoon at the latest. But how could that be? It was late afternoon just moments ago.

“Let’s calm down,” the bus driver attempts to reassure the frantic passengers. His efforts are in vain, as the shouting continues.

Unlike the others who have sprung to their feet, I remain in my seat, staring out the window. My gaze travels across the sky. A cold sweat trickles down my back as it dawns on me.

Uh, what? The hell? Is this some kind of hallucination? A dream? Can this really be happening? Something like this shouldn’t be possible, right? I blink my eyes shut, then reopen them. Nothing changes.

Well, this just got a whole lot more interesting. Since when are there two suns in the sky? Did I bonk my head?

Is it a prank? How would you even pull off something like that? The first sun is hiding behind the clouds, and the second… the second maybe-sun, smaller and more orange in color, beams in the sky to the left of the first one.

And where are all the buildings? Where is the road?

Okay, let’s calm down. Slow and deep breaths.

Just like this.

In and out.

Good.

I hurriedly fish my phone out of my pocket, and of course, there’s no signal. Not even a smidgen.

Now what?

I glance at the other travelers and see that the first ones are already stepping outside. A few of them check their phones but judging from their faces, they’re also out of luck.

After grabbing my bag, I too exit the bus and step onto the grass… yup, grass.

“What the fuck?” I hear, and when I glance to my left, I see the annoyed girl from before gawking at the second maybe-sun with her mouth agape.

Welcome to the club. No refunds.

Please send help.

“Sophie.” A cute little girl holds the annoyed girl’s hand.

“…I’m sorry.”

My gaze lands on the bus driver as I survey the area. He’s still trying to calm down others. Must be some weird sense of responsibility or something. About ten people huddle around him. Then some kids, likely from the same school, stand near the bus. A few men, already forming a group, stand off to the side. A girl and her mini version to my left and two women nearby.

I even hear barking and spot a small corgi’s head peeking out from a woman’s arms.

“I have no idea what happened!” I hear the bus driver exclaim. “I don’t know where we are,” he continues.

Poor guy.

“Hey… hey!” I hear behind me as I move away from the bus, checking the signal on my phone.

It’s the annoyed girl, and she stops when I turn toward her. I don’t say anything, just wait for her to continue. She looks lost for words and simply asks, “Where are you going?” while nervously glancing at the bus as if it’s her lifeboat in the middle of the ocean.

“Just checking the signal,” I show her the display on my phone before continuing. I also dim the brightness to its lowest setting.

She doesn’t look like she has more to say, so I move on.

After wandering for a while, but always keeping the bus in sight, I give up and turn off my phone. Better to conserve my battery. Thankfully, my battery is around 80%, but it’s smarter to let others use their phones and save mine.

I glance at the second maybe-sun… yeah.

Houston, we have a problem. A little, orange problem.

Well, if it’s a sun, it isn’t exactly small. It’s probably larger than the planet, moon, or whatever we’re on, but… I sigh and force myself to calm down.

If I pretend it’s not there, it might vanish on its own.

I can hope, right?

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Here’s a heads-up before you start reading:

I had to remove Chapters 12-101 to comply with Kindle Unlimited’s exclusivity rules.

Book 1 (Chapters 1-101) is now available on Kindle and Audible



                



Chapter 2


                Deciding not to stray too far from the bus, I take a good look at the people surrounding me. There are 24 of us. 23 if I’m not counting myself. There are 15 males and 9 females of all ages. The youngest one is a little girl next to the girl who looks like she’s perpetually annoyed.

“Does it look like Earth to you!?” I overhear from the crowd as a 50-year-old man points towards the second, rather questionable sun. I can see spit flying out of his mouth and veins popping up on his forehead. “We can’t just bloody sit here and wait for the police.” When he starts shouting, no one tries to calm him down, and it even appears that some of them agree with him. “We should look around first, maybe climb on some trees or something.”

I can’t help but roll my eyes as I stop listening to him.

We’re surrounded by trees in all directions. They look ordinary. Like the trees you’d find on Earth…

I stop my thoughts. Earth. I think about it. Did I already determine that we aren’t on Earth anymore?

It appears so.

After pondering for a bit longer, I come up with a few options, each more ludicrous than the last:

First, someone kidnapped us. Put us to sleep, perhaps with the help of some gas sedative filling up the bus. Afterward, they waited until morning and then let us wake up in the middle of the forest while somehow faking the second sun.

I find this option highly improbable as I don’t remember falling asleep. Sure, I was sleepy but I didn’t fall asleep. The only thing I recall is a flash, us falling down together with the bus, and then just being here. There are no empty spots in my memory, and I don’t feel as if anything is missing.

Second, I am dead. The flash I saw is either us crashing into something, maybe an explosion. Perhaps I got shot through the window. It would mean that this is some weird kind of afterlife.

I also find this option improbable, not to mention utterly depressing.

Third, I fell asleep, and this is a dream.

I pinch my forearm as hard as I can and the pain feels way too real, and I’m now mildly annoyed at myself.

Fourth, some kind of convoluted prank.

I think about it for a minute and, after I can’t come up with a way they would pull it off or why they would even bother, I nearly dismiss it. It still lingers, though, because honestly, who knows what people are capable of these days? I once again look towards the passengers. They’re still “discussing.” I slowly glance over every one of them, but no one looks high profile, important enough, or rich enough for such a waste of resources.

I don’t completely scratch out this option, but it’s also highly improbable.

Fifth, we really are on another planet.

The main reason is this bloody orange thing in the sky. The probably-sun.

I just can’t find anything fake about it. Not a single thing. Of course, you would expect higher temperatures, but with the first sun looking slightly smaller and the second one looking weaker, it might balance out. I don’t know to be honest. My knowledge about this kind of stuff is pretty much just the basics.

I sigh.

Then I hear one of the schoolgirls screaming and pointing towards the forest. I follow the direction she is pointing towards and notice a wolf standing on the edge of the forest.

The beast’s brown fur is matted with dried blood. Missing an ear and bearing a gruesome scar on its snout. It fixes its unnerving gaze on the terrified girl, eyes glowing with an eerie light. This massive creature is tall enough for its eyes to be at the same height as mine.

It growls and takes a menacing step towards us. A huge, car-sized wolf, with a strange text hovering above its head.

[Wolf - lvl 2]

Yeah, nope. I am out.

Thank you and fuck you, whoever is responsible for this monstrosity.

I am already on my way back inside the bus even before the wolf takes the first step.

Wolf moves towards us and lets out a deep, long growl. I can feel it in my chest. The deep, disturbing vibration and all my instinct screaming at me to run.

Yup, it’s definitely time to run.

People are running back inside the bus, obviously with a lot of screaming. Some of them even fall down and desperately crawl and run back inside. I see a few men pushing kids out of their way just to get in first.

The level two wolf slowly and carefully walks towards us. He almost seems like he is expecting some kind of trap, and an inhuman intelligence shines in his eyes.

While not turning my back to him, I get to the bus and enter it as well. Everyone is already inside. I hear a few people sobbing and their scared voices.

“What the hell is that…”

“…at least two meters tall.”

“…level…”

While they are staring at the wolf, I look around, searching for something I could use as a weapon against…I glance outside at…that thing.

Usurprisingly, there is no weapon laying around. Hell, I would like an RPG at this point.

Fortunately, I notice a slightly bent iron pole used for people to hold onto the hanging and after a little bit of pulling with all my force, I manage to free it. It’s unfortunately only around 1 meter long and blunt. After another second, I grab a bigger piece of glass from the ground and hold it in my left hand while holding the pole in my right one.

Probably because of my nervousness or shaking hand, I can already see blood from my cut hand on the piece of glass, but I quickly ignore it.

The wolf is around 10 meters away from the bus, looking even more dangerous than before. It is sniffing and growling while showing its massive teeth. It has lowered its body closer to the ground as if getting ready to attack or run. Its steps are slower and slower as it starts making circles around the bus while letting out horrifying growls.

“Hey Google, what’s the opposite of ‘pspspsp’ but for wolves instead of cats?” The boy with an annoying laugh says, his voice shaking and his face pale as snow.

He gets a few shocked looks but no laughs. Everyone is looking absolutely terrified and I am sure some people can’t even see the wolf because of their tears.

“Mommy…”

“Oh my god, please let me…”

“G-get away from the windows…”

The wolf’s circles are getting smaller and smaller and it seems to be getting more and more comfortable. It’s as if they are slowly stopping seeing us as a threat.

My eyes are glued to the text over the wolf´s head.

[Wolf - lvl 2]

I look around but I don’t see anyone with such text over their head.

I focus and try to filter out all the screams, cries, and wolves’ growling. A crazy thought flashes through my mind.

It can’t be, right?

“Profile,” I whisper. Nothing happens.

“Character window,” I say.

Nothing.

“Window,” I say.

Nothing.

“Level,” I say.

Nothing.

“Inspect,” I say.

Nothing.

“Appraise,” I say.

Nothing.

“Shut the fuck up with your mumbling!” one of the men yells at me.

“Shut the…” I start, but then I realize that a few people are watching me like I’ve gone crazy. 

For a second I look around. Some of the passengers already have some kind of “weapon” in their hands, like a glass bottle, a piece of glass from the window, a purse, a messenger bag, or another piece of iron pipe from the bus.

The wolf is already two meters away from us. We can hear it sniffing and I can see drool dropping from its massive maw.

I go back to my thing, ignoring the other passengers.

“Skill window,” I say.

Nothing.

“Skill,” I say.

Nothing.

“Skills,” I say.

Nothing.

“Status window,” I say.

Nothing.

I hear screams and see a wolf’s massive head behind one of the unbroken windows. Everyone is trying to get as far away as they can, shaking, screaming, and crying while waving their makeshift weapons and trying to look as dangerous as they can.

“Status,” I say.

Before I have a chance to say another word, a golden see-through window pops up in front of my face.

 

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty:Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 364d 23h 36m 12s

 

Lvl 0

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 7

Constitution: 3

Mana: 1

 

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

 

Skills: 

Focus - lvl 1

Mana manipulation - lvl 1

 

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

 

It’s interesting, but useless at the moment.

The window disappears when it decides to do so and then the window breaks and the wolf sticks its head inside, ignoring the broken glass and trying to bite an older woman nearby. Fortunately, it only bites off part of her sweater and the fabric tears as the wolf tries to pull her outside. The woman falls down while screaming.

            


Chapter 3


                The window breaks and the wolf sticks its head inside, ignoring the broken glass, and tries to bite the older woman nearby. Fortunately, he only bites the hem of her sweater, and the fabric tears as he tries to pull her outside. The woman falls down while screaming.

I move slightly to the side, holding an iron pipe and a piece of glass in my hand. Then, I notice a man on the opposite side of the wolf, reaching under his jacket and towards his armpit.

Don’t tell me…

I step a bit closer to the wolf, and its eyes turn towards me. It shifts its head slightly, totally ignoring the broken glass. Its eyes are almost as if glowing. As I get its attention, the man pulls out a pistol, and for a second, our gazes meet. I give him a little nod and step a bit closer to the wolf.

I am standing just a meter or two away from the wolf, and I feel my heartbeat speeding up. My muscles feel warmed up, and my heart aggressively circulates blood in my veins, and my mind clears.

There is only me, the wolf, and the man with the gun.

I don’t hear screams anymore, nor do I feel pain from my scratched forearm or cut palm of my left hand. I squeeze the piece of glass.

How long has it been since I felt so alive? Did I ever feel so alive?

[Focus - lvl 1  >  Focus - lvl 2]

I feel the corner of my lips lifting up slightly as I lower, calculating how far the wolf can reach and how fast it was before. Just to be sure, I add some amount to its reach and double its speed.

I can feel my muscles squeezing and exploding as I dash towards the wolf.

It looks almost as if it is smiling as it opens its big mouth with teeth as big as the palm of my hand.

I stop just in time, and its mouth claps just a few centimeters away from me. Realizing my terrible miscalculation, I add more to its speed and reach in my mind. I move my right hand and try to stab the blunt piece of iron pipe into its ear while predicting the wolf’s dodge.

The pipe hits its eyebrow, and the wolf lets out a deep growl and instantly attacks again.

But I am not there anymore. Its maw claps this time a bit further from me, and I slash with my left hand, scratching its upper lip slightly.

I jump back, and the wolf keeps trying to push its head towards me. The iron plates of the bus creaking and groaning.

Finally, I hear five quick and loud explosions. Inside the bus, they are deafening, and for the first time, the wolf lets out a loud cry and quickly pulls its head outside. I hear two more shots, and the wolf jumps backward. I notice a slight limping as it does so, and it cries once again, following it with a loud growl and deepening its stance.

It looks wounded but not fatally.

It starts slowly walking backwards with its attention turned towards the guy with the handgun. I can see blood dripping down the wolf’s face. It looks like a few bullets hit the right side of its face and some of its leg as it is limping.

My gaze once again moves towards the text above its head. 

[Wolf - lvl 2]

The monstrous wolf is slowly moving towards the forest when “Fuck.” I put the glass and pole on the seat next to me and quickly pull off my shirt.

“Fuck me.” I tie the shirt around my left hand and grab the piece of glass once again. This time, my grip is stronger and without the glass cutting into my palm.

I lodge the tip of the pipe under the seat and try pulling and pushing it. When I get it out, I step on it a few times with my full force, trying to sharpen the tip of it at least a little bit.

My breathing is heavy, and I can hear my blood pumping in my ears. Somehow, I feel stronger and more alive than ever before in my life.

The wolf is already near the forest, slowly turning around when I jump out of the window and dash towards it. Bare-chested, dirty, and holding my makeshift weapons in my hands.

Shaking.

Scared.

Intoxicated.

The wolf turns towards me, and my mind is clearer than ever before.

I slow down into walking while lowering my body, and the monster lets out a deep growl. I decide not to lower its speed in my mind. Underestimating him could be a big mistake.

It looks weaker, acts weaker, and it’s bleeding and running away, but I decide not to underestimate the monster. Sure. I wouldn’t go after it if it didn’t get shot and probably heavily injured, but this isn’t an animal from the Earth.

If it’s like I think, we can level up if we kill such monsters. Get skills, get stats. Become stronger and survive until the forced return activates.

Just like a game. A fucking game.

I know I am risking my life here, but I don’t think I will get a much better chance than now. If the wolf dies, it will probably count as if the guy with the handgun killed it, so I have to damage it at least a little bit and hope it will do something. It might survive, and not even the guy with the gun will get anything, and in the worst case, it will come back with more of them.

On Earth, wolves are social creatures.

Wolf slowly moves towards me, and I start moving to the left, the side where it got shot. Slowly, carefully. The wolf is bleeding, so I have an advantage over it.

My senses feel sharp, and I can hear my heartbeat. I am not even blinking as I watch the wolf’s legs and shoulders, waiting for it to telegraph its next move.

Here. I quickly sidestep to the left and then once more, thrusting with my left hand to try to stab its eye with a piece of glass. It doesn’t connect properly, but I leave a deep wound over its eye.

The wolf instantly turns around, trying to bite after me, but I am already moving backward and swinging with my right hand, hitting its nose.

The wolf quickly attacks again, and this time I move to the right and slash once again, trying to hit its left eye. It connects, and with a loud cry, the wolf jumps backward with a piece of glass lodged into its eye.

I bend my knees and dash slightly to the left, and while grabbing the pipe with both of my hands, I hit the shard of glass in its left eye, destroying it and injuring the wolf even further. I dodge its next attack to the left, its blind side, and hit its blinded eye once again as strong as I can.

The wolf lets out a painful cry and some of its blood splashes on me.

It jumps backward, but I dash once more. My body feels strong and light. My hands aren’t shaking anymore, and I feel like I can’t see anything else but the wolf. Its movements, twitching muscles, telegraphing its movements. Its paws burrow into the ground as it prepares its attack.

I stab the wolf’s blinded eye with the tip of the pipe and jump back. My body feels like it’s burning, and my heart is beating like crazy. I try to gulp, but my throat is parched.

I slowly take a deep breath. I don’t think I am going to lose.

The wolf is stronger, faster, and much more resilient. But I don’t think I will lose.

I dash, but this time towards its right side. The wolf attacks the opposite side, probably expecting me to attack its blinded eye once again, but instead of that, I lift the pipe over my head, and with all the strength I can muster, I hit its right eye.

It’s not blinded, but there is blood flowing from a deep wound over the eye, partially blocking its vision.

The hit connects, and as a few times before, the wolf cries and jumps back. Expecting that, I am already dashing towards its right side and hitting it once again, finally blinding even its other eye.

I stop and while the wolf thrashes around, biting towards all sides, I take a deep breath.

Calm down.

I breathe in.

Focus.

I breathe out.

Focus.

[Focus - lvl 2  >  Focus - lvl 3]

I take a deep, slow breath, calming down my rapidly beating heart. My body feels like it’s burning, and my muscles hurt. I feel lightheaded, and there is a deep scratch on the left side of my chest. I didn’t even notice it. I look at the wound, slightly surprised.

The wolf stops attacking and starts letting out quiet cries while shifting and baring its teeth.

While untying the shirt from my left hand, I move towards its right side. I make a ball from my bloodied shirt and throw it to the right. After waiting one second, I dash towards the left side while grabbing the pipe with both hands and pointing the slightly sharpened side towards the ground.

The monster jumps towards the shirt, its mouth letting out a horrifying noise as it bites with its massive mouth.

While trying to stay as quiet as I can, I lift my hands high in the air and thrust downward with a pipe in my hands, aiming for the wolf’s eye. 

The monster wolf lets out a horrifying noise as I push the pipe as deep as I can before letting it go and jumping away from it. I watch the wolf thrashing around while growling, biting, and dashing in random directions.

I grab my shirt from the ground and start walking back to the bus while not letting my eyes off the wolf monster.

It sniffs and then starts running towards the forest while growling and limping. The monster hits one tree but ignores it and enters deeper into the forest with the steel pipe still lodged in its eye.

The world slowly comes back into focus as the wolf disappears, and I can hear the people from inside of the bus.

Pain hits me in waves.

My wounds.

My burning muscles.

My head feels like it’s about to explode.

Out of nowhere, I don’t have any more strength in my legs, and I almost fall to my knees, only my will keeping me standing.

My heartbeat slows down, and the world…the world feels ordinary again, once more

 

            


Chapter 4


                When I turn around, I see a few people getting out of the bus. The man with a handgun is one of them.

“I’ve never seen such a dumbass in my life,” he shakes his head unbelievingly.

I just nod, totally agreeing with him. I try to force a smile on my face, but it doesn’t work. I just keep nodding instead of talking. Not like there are a lot of people who want to talk to the bloodied guy who chased a wolf as big as a small car. 

I can’t see why.

“No, I am not suicidal,” I answer one guy. Isn’t it kind of rude to ask something like that?

“Yes, it was dumb,” I answer an older lady. What are you, my mom?

“Yes, it hurts a lot.” No shit.

“I just thought I had to.” Let’s act like a good little boy.

Blah, blah.

I just try to force out answers people want to hear and look as normal and harmless as possible. I am guessing we won’t be coming back to Earth anytime soon, so it isn’t bad to try to make some “friends”. I can’t just sleep with my eyes open, and there might be things other people are better at than me.

After a few minutes of questioning, I start feeling uncomfortable because of people surrounding me and asking questions. My energy drops even more than after a fight with a wolf. 

I know I am not particularly social, but I try to not let it be too obvious, so I answer a few more questions, give a few pieces of advice, and then tell them about “status.” That finally makes them shut up, and they just stare into the air a few centimeters in front of their face. As I thought, their windows are invisible to me.

I sneak away to the opposite side of the bus and sit down on the grass, resting my back against the tire.

Sigh.

Who knew that even in another world, surrounded by monsters, the most dangerous beings are extroverts.

A few minutes later, I feel much better without people surrounding me.

I slowly lift my shirt from my side, dried blood slightly gluing it to the wound. Fortunately, I am not bleeding anymore, and the wound doesn’t seem as bad as I thought.

A sigh leaves my mouth as I put the shirt back on my wound. It could be worse. Much worse. I should be able to find a first aid kit on the bus, but there is something more important now.

What was that? What the hell was that? I am not even talking about the giant wolf, nor about two suns in the sky, or these goddamn holographic windows and text over the wolf’s head.

I am sure I can adapt and survive it, as always. But once my decision-making goes the wrong way, I am dead. One small mistake can mean death.

So why did I do that? I close my eyes and reflect on my actions.

Sure, I did feel some boredom back on Earth. Lack of excitement or change. Something to strive for. But that doesn’t sound like a good enough reason to charge a gigantic wolf.

It’s not me. I don’t act like that. I know myself well enough to say it with certainty. So let’s think about it.

Could it be some kind of mind manipulation? Is someone controlling my feelings or at least giving me impulses to charge at the wolf? I already noticed two new skills in my “status”, and I am more than sure that there are many more.

I look at the people around the bus. One of them? I did get two skills at the start, so what if…I try to replay the whole fight in my head, from the start to the end.

At first, I just wanted to get the wolf’s attention so the guy could shoot it. That feels like something I would do as it’s helpful for my survival and not too risky. Not for me. During that part of the fight, I started feeling strength filling my body as I increased my focus. I felt as if I could control my body to an unusual degree and even gain more strength from it than usual. I bet that’s the skill called Focus. More testing is needed, but I am pretty sure of that.

It’s possible that someone manipulated me during the fight. I have no way of knowing if it was just something like sending me some impulse to fight longer in hopes of killing the wolf or someone unable to control their skill. Some scared passenger sent me to my death.

Another option is for them to realize the skills they have and use them on me while not caring if I die or live. That also sounds plausible.

Then there is also a chance that’s something the Wolf did, but looking at how he ended up…

I sigh and open my eyes to look at the sky. I need more information, more testing, more time. For now, it will be best to watch my feelings and impulses. One mistake can lead to my death, so I would rather think twice and analyze everything I do. I will find the responsible person, and if I can’t use them, I will have to deal with them.

Yes, let’s do that. My mind is mine and mine only. 

I feel anger rising up deep from inside me, the anger I pushed to the back of my mind.

This time, I didn’t even bother to think if this impulse is me or someone manipulating my feelings. 

            


Chapter 5


                [You have defeated a Wolf - lvl 2]

[Lvl 0 > Lvl 1]

After resting against the tire of the bus for a few minutes, I receive a message indicating that the wolf had finally died. Either it succumbed to its wounds or another animal finished it off. Well, at least I got enough experience to level up.

 

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 364d 23h 12m 3s

 

Lvl 1

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 3

Mana: 2

 



[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

 

Skills:

Focus - lvl 3

Mana manipulation - lvl 1

 

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 3]

 

I got three stat points, and my level changed. Also, somehow my Mana and Dexterity went up by 1 point each.

One hour. I can’t believe we have been here for that short time. Somehow it feels much longer.

I try touching the holographic window with my finger, but nothing happens. My finger just passes through.

“Stat explanation.”

Nothing.

Haaaa. Not again. I am too tired for this. I’m sure there will be some gamers on the bus so I can make them do all the work, but for now, there is one stat I can’t go wrong with.

“Put 1 stat point into Constitution,” I try, and one stat point disappears. Huh? It actually worked.

Now I try to focus and think about wanting to put 1 stat point into Constitution. It takes a moment, but then I get a feeling as if someone is asking me for confirmation, but in my mind. It´s unsettling but I send back something like a thought version of “yes,” and another point disappears. This could be useful.

I quickly add the last remaining point into Constitution and close the status window. 

Now back to stats.

Strength and dexterity should be self-explanatory, and Constitution should be something like endurance, vitality, health, or an all-in-one stat. Hopefully, it will help me heal faster or require less rest.

There is no need to be greedy for power or speed. As I already noticed, I can level up my stats even without stat points, and survival is most important at the moment. I don’t know if it’s the placebo effect, but I already feel better. Well, let’s wait and find out.

Now, mana. I already used mana to strengthen my body. I think. The movement I showed while fighting the wolf should have been impossible for a 1-hour younger me. It could be Focus, it could be Mana manipulation, or both. If I learn how to control it, it will increase my chances of survival.

Okay, I will figure it out later.

My name. Somehow, the system knows my real name. The best thing I can do at the moment is to be prepared to not be surprised if some of my private information pops up out of nowhere.

Freezing from the surprise in the middle of a dangerous situation can be deadly, so for now, let’s think that the entity controlling the system knows everything about me. While we are here, I need to let go of my life on Earth and focus on surviving here.

It might be pretty drastic, but I am at the mercy of the entity, system, and the only sensible thing is to focus on surviving. It’s better to think that I will be stranded here for five more years, and that’s long enough for people to declare us dead.

Let’s forget about everyone on earth - my family, my friends, everyone. There will be time to grieve or celebrate after I get forcibly returned, so it’s better to be pleasantly surprised than any other option.

Well, it’s not like there are that many people I care about. To be honest, the list may be really short.

The most important thing at the moment is my survival, and I can’t let anything distract me. Let’s use other passengers as well. I should act fairly friendly but distant enough, at the same time, I can’t let them use me. I need to act a bit more distant. I can also put on a strong front. If I set it up right, it will be a nice combination of give and take, with me taking more than I’m giving.

For a second, a thought flashes through my mind - would it be possible to level up by killing them? This time I think about it a bit longer but decide against it in the end. I started with lvl 0, and others are most likely the same. Even if it’s possible to level up by killing people, I am lvl 1 at the moment, and I would most likely need to kill most of them. If it’s even possible to gain experience from lvl 0 or a human. 

It might be even on purpose that everyone is level zero. 

Also, I already decided on using them - well, at least from the start and until I collect more data or become stronger, so let’s not go this way.

Sounds good.

Good.

I take the shirt off my chest, and I don’t know if it’s just me, but the wound already looks better.

Another thing from the status is the word “forced” return. If I had to say, it means that there is a way to return to earth without waiting for 5 years. Not a forced way of returning. But… Do I even want to?

Well, probably yes, as it’s much safer that way, however… later… I will reflect on that later.

The Floor 1 part in the status is interesting as well. It means there are more floors, and if I think about it as a game, we will have to fill out some requirements to move to a lower or upper floor, or we will be moved there after some time. Maybe after 5 years? That doesn’t sound right - we never went to another floor, so we don’t have any place to return to. The only fitting place to return to is Earth.

Let’s collect more info first and then think about it again.

The level number in my status is probably only showing how many times I got 3 stat points. But it can be useful in another way as well. Maybe I will need to be at a certain level to be able to do something, or it’s just some kind of strength measurement.

The difficulty is pretty disturbing - Hell. 

In games, the difficulties are usually categorized as easy, normal, and hard, with “hell” representing the most challenging level. Therefore, I must be extremely cautious. When facing an enemy, I need to make sure to not underestimate them, even if they appear weaker.

I am also curious why I got this difficulty, which may be the hardest one, but at the moment, I have no way of finding out. There is also the possibility that there is an even harder difficulty, but no way of confirming it at the moment, or at least I don’t know about any.

Classes sound interesting, but I don’t have the option to pick one. There may be special requirements or I need to level up more.

It is already clear that the system knows a lot about me, and it’s highly possible that I am being watched by it even at the moment. It doesn’t even have to be someone personally watching over me, just some kind of program writing down my actions and thoughts. 

Now when I think about it, even the process of leveling up is kind of weird. I have an idea of how it works in games, but being stuck in this situation makes me want to think about it a bit more logically.

There is a possibility that leveling up is just a reward from the entity/system for killing the monster. Meaning that I got granted stat points by it after fulfilling the requirements of leveling up.

Another option is that I got stat points by killing the wolf - the wolf died, and its life force or something similar to it got transferred to me and probably to the guy with the gun. Possibilities are that its life force got split between the two of us. Another one is that we humans need more life force than the wolf to get to lvl 2. The third possibility I can think of is waste during the transfer of its life or the system taking a “cut.”

I like the possibilities with life force more. They sound a bit more logical, and I always liked to think of magic as science we don’t understand. 

Taking a deep breath, I slowly stand up, but fortunately, my head doesn’t spin, and I feel pretty good all things taken.

It’s time to socialize and find someone useful.

 

            


Chapter 6


                What welcomes me inside the bus is a bunch of people absentmindedly staring into the air. Well, some of them are discussing.

“Fuck you, I will not go into that goddamn forest! You go there if you want to die that much!”

Calmly discussing the situation we are in.

It looks like the wolf scared them as all of them are inside, using the bus as shelter. It’s easy to understand why, but I already know that we can’t stay here for too long. The main problem is water and food. It’s only been around an hour since we arrived, but I already feel thirsty and hungry, most likely because of the energy I used.

Even if they are not hungry at the moment and have a bottle of water with them or a little bit of food, soon they will need to look for more.

“So you’re back,” the man with the gun comes towards me and falls silent for a moment, watching the bus driver conversing with two adult men. He then looks at me, “You good?”

I nod. I have already put my white shirt on. Ehm, my formerly white shirt. I guess it’s red now.

“We will need some water and maybe food and it would be best if we look for it before sunset,” he says directly. 

He seems to be on the calm side, and from the way he watches other people, I can say that he is in a better state than most others.

Anyway, he should have a good impression of me as well. Hopefully. Well, maybe not that good. In his eyes, I might be a suicidal lunatic.

He looks at me for a whole minute, with a deep discerning stare as if he’s trying to see inside my head. His stare makes me slightly nervous, especially knowing that he should have leveled up as well. Who knows what skills did he get or how did he use his stat points.

“Soo, how many bullets do you have left?” I break the silence.

He once again falls silent and looks at me, a slight smile slowly appears on his face, “Not too many.” There is a hint of amusement and warmth in his voice.

“I see.” So, the careful and not too trusting type.

He is slightly shorter than me. His figure is pretty robust and muscular, with a sense of authority around him. It might be caused by his gun, but I don’t believe that’s just it.

A cop? Maybe.

“Nathaniel.” I reach out my hand toward him, and he accepts. His grip is strong, and he looks into my eyes while shaking my hand.

Like I do to him, he is also judging me.

“Hadwin.” he says.

I notice a few people staring at us, but I ignore them for now, “Did you also level up?”

“Yes,” the bus quiets down, and I can see them listening to us. “I already used my stat points. One of the kids told me to do so,” he nods towards the school kids. “It’s crazy when you think about it. Us appearing in the middle of nowhere, two suns, gigantic wolf…” He smiles awkwardly while looking around.

When he looks back at me his smile is gone, “You know,” he starts, and I can see that he is trying to find the right words. “I thought about it, and I think we should look around. We will need water soon and we might find out something about this place.”

I can tell what’s going to be next.

“Do you want to join me?” His eyes seem honest and firm as he asks me to risk my life.

So shameless, “Sure, let’s go.”

Short pause while he slowly brushes his hair off his forehead and his muscles tense a little bit. After a few seconds, he relaxes his body and a quiet sigh escapes his mouth.

“To be honest, I pretty much expected you to decline,” he says.

“I gave it some thought.” I shrug my shoulders. “We should look around while we are not starved or dehydrated. Logically, it will be harder the later we go.”

“It’s not about logic… People don’t tend to think logically in situations like this…” Another sigh escapes his mouth. “I see… Well, I guess you are one of these guys…”

I feel like I should be insulted, but I let it go. I kind of like the way this goes. 

Let’s put it all on Hadwin. 

Yup. I like it.

“Others should keep watch while we look around.” He quickly gives a few orders, and I can see that he has already talked to a few people, and they seem to respect him enough to follow his orders.

It’s the gun. I bet it is because of the gun.

Obviously, some of them seem dissatisfied with the guy with a gun leaving them to go into the forest, but no one says anything. Most likely, they are scared that he will ask them to go with him.

I am not too surprised at their lack of initiative. It’s weirder that Hadwin and I plan to go there without being pressured to do so.

Hadwin grabs his backpack and two iron pipes, clearly inspired by me. He gives me one, and I take it.

Some of the passengers see it and start talking amongst themselves, and I see some of them trying to pry out their own pipes.

What’s with that reaction time? As we are about to leave the bus someone stops us.

“Do you have a spot?” On the bus, there are a few 30-40-year-old men, and the one asking is one of them. He is close to 2m in height and slim, but his shoulders are surprisingly wide. His face is on the handsome side, and he is smoothly shaven.

“Maybe…” Hadwin stops next to me

“Damon,” he reaches his hand towards Hadwin and then towards me.

His grip is even stronger than Hadwin’s. Hadwin’s shake was just a greeting, but Damon’s is clearly some sort of test as he squeezes my hand as strongly as he can.

As he lets go of my hand, his gaze stays on me a bit longer than on Hadwin.

“I would like to join you. I grew up in the countryside, so I shouldn’t be baggage inside the forest.”

Well, in the worst case, we can use him as bait. Something tells me that Hadwin wouldn’t like it, but I can work around it.

“Sounds good,” says Hadwin, and I just nod. Damon once again looks into my eyes.

Look at him. I feel amused as his look isn’t too friendly, more like the opposite.

As we exit the bus, no one else joins us. No one is brave or desperate enough to come with us. Not yet.

 Well, almost no one. I saw one of the school kids wanting to join us, but others stopped him. Well, I call them kids but all of them are around 18 years old, not that much younger than me.

Bless you, kid. Maybe next time?

After something eats Damon.

 

            


Chapter 7


                Outside, we find the annoyed girl leaning against the bus. She is clearly keeping watch, looking towards the place where the wolf came from.

It’s a good idea.

She is around my height, slim, and has an athletic figure. The most striking thing about her is her deep green eyes, which are even more noticeable against her tanned skin and brown hair.

“I want to join you,” she says without holding back. Her voice shakes almost unnoticeably as she says so, yet she seems determined, “I also want to level up. I need to level up.”

Oh? Did they have a group talk inside the bus while I was thinking outside? They seem fairly used to the idea of leveling up.

“I need to become stronger as soon as possible. Wolves usually don’t move alone, and… we don’t know what else is here. I swear I won´t slow you down.”

Everyone should be level 0, with only me and Hadwin being higher level so she also might be worried about lagging behind us. Or does she just want to protect the little girl next to her?

Did Hadwin share the results with others? Did he put all three points into strength and test it out while they were watching? How much of a difference would three points make?

“I don’t think we have to worry about that,” says Hadwin, to my surprise. He continues, “The wolf from before did look starved and wounded, and he didn’t even try to call for other wolves before attacking us.” He looks at us. “So it’s either the last surviving wolf from the pack or they chased him away from it.”

I like the sound of that. I really do but, “I think we should expect the worst option,” I say as their eyes turn toward me. I shrug my shoulders and don’t say more.

“I partly agree with you,” Hadwin says carefully, caressing his short beard as he speaks. “But we shouldn’t let it scare us too much. Doing nothing because we are too worried could cost us.”

I’m slightly disappointed. He seems too confident. 

Whatever. If it seems like he’s too careless, I can leave them.

“Hadwin,” as he reaches his hand, the brown-haired girl grabs it. “I have to warn you. It will be really dangerous out there.”

She just nods and shakes his hand, “Sophie.”

“Damon.”

“Nathaniel,” I add, and for a second, our eyes meet.

“I know,” she says very quietly.

Hadwin and Damon probably didn’t hear it, but I could because she is standing a little bit closer to me. I try to think about it, but I can’t remember her at all.

Maybe I met her at the gym? She seems fairly athletic and there aren´t that many places where she could meet me.

I look at the girl next to her who stayed quiet up until now. She looks similar to Sophie. She isn’t as tanned but her hair is the same and her eyes have a slightly lighter shade of green. She is around 10 years old, but it’s hard for me to tell.

She is also shyly half-hiding behind Sophie, but she is peeking with big and wide-open eyes.

That can be a problem.

“I hope you don’t plan to take a kid with you.” As expected, Damon sounds as annoying as he looks.

It’s not like I don’t agree with him. Quite the opposite. There is no way we are going to take a little kid with us.

Damon just sounds… super punchable.

“I am not…” It’s clear that Sophie wants to go with us, but at the same time, where should she leave the little kid? With whom?

The girl slightly pulls the shirt of a distressed Sophie, and she turns to her with a smile on her face. To me, it looks fake but I guess it´s good enough to trick a little girl.

“Don’t worry, Izzie.” She gently caresses her head, and there is a lot of gentleness and love in her action.

However hard this might be, I am glad I ended up here alone. 

“How about you leave her with Jacob? He seems like a good guy,” Hadwin finally says. “She will be safer with others.” He pauses. “You can stay too… with your…”

“Sister…” Sophie says slowly.

“Sister.” Hadwin kneels in front of the girl, and a big soft smile appears on his face. “God knows I would do the same.”

The little girl proceeds to avoid his gaze and looks back up at Sophie.

I think it’s already taking too long. She is most likely scared of being left behind, and probably not trusting us that much too. Who knows what would happen if we come back much stronger?

For now, it looks like nothing much has changed, but the moment some of us obtain strength way beyond others, things will become… difficult. 

“You should come,” I say as she turns towards me with a surprised look on her face. Her sister starts peeking again. “We most likely won’t go too far at first. Not far enough to not hear if something happens.”

It´s obvious that she already decided to go with us, so why is she struggling that much? Just trust your own decisions and then take responsibility if something happens.

“One or two hours should be enough to scan our closest surroundings. After that, we will come back with some wood which we can use for weapons and fire,” I suggest. “If something happens they can use the bus horn and we can rush back as quickly as possible.”

After a little while, she finally accepts the plan and disappears inside the bus with her sister. I can see her talking to the bus guy, Jacob, apparently. Her sister starts crying.

“For fuck’s sake,” Damon complains.

When Sophie comes back, we finally start walking toward the forest. Not coincidentally, we walk on the opposite side of where the wolf came from. Everyone stops talking as we come closer to the trees, and the atmosphere instantly changes. It’s as if the closer we get to the trees, the more nervous everyone becomes.

Interestingly enough, the trees seem normal. I don’t know what I expected. Shining leaves? Faces on trunks? Whispers in the wind? 

Tree branches wave slightly in the wind, as the suns shine through the crowns of the trees.

It looks like a normal forest.

 

            


Chapter 8


                I keep my guard up as we enter the forest. I squeeze the iron pipe in my hand. For a start, let’s not touch anything. Who knows if it’s poisonous?

Hadwin enters first, closely followed by us. His iron pipe is behind his belt, and there is the gun in his hands. I am not an expert, but the way he holds it seems like someone used to weapons.

Maybe he really is a policeman. Judging from the way he talks and acts, I wouldn’t be surprised.

“Focus and listen to our surroundings,” he says as he slowly walks between the trees. “Nathaniel, you will take my left, Damon you focus on your right, and Sophie you will have our back.”

I slightly change my position. Obviously, I don’t focus only on the left, but I give it a bit more focus than other directions. Don’t forget to check the tops of the trees as well.

“Talk only in a whisper, and if you hear flowing water, see wet places, puddles, or anything suspicious, let us know,” Hadwin whispers.

We slowly continue. It’s almost funny. A bunch of adults led by a crazy man armed with a handgun sneaking through a normal-looking forest. 

Fortunately, the forest isn’t too dense, so we move without a problem.

Thirty minutes later, I can hear Damon silently cursing under his breath. Something about the mother and the forest? 

“Motherfucking alien forest,” I hear from Damon.

Oh. That makes much more sense. 

I don’t blame him. Every one of us twitches every time we hear the slightest noise. After a while, it’s really tiring. We continue as Hadwin leads us in a circle around the clearing with a bus. The clearing is on our right side, and we didn’t walk too deep inside the forest. 

I also noted that Damon touched the trees a few times, and he looks fine, so they most likely aren’t poisonous.

“We are getting to the place where the wolf came from,” Hadwin says.

Just this sentence is enough to bring us to the tips of our toes. Damon instantly shuts up, and I can almost hear him squeezing his weapon. 

Somehow I feel calmer than before.

“Movement to our left,” I whisper, and I hear Hadwin’s gun click as he turns it towards his left. “A bit more to your right,” I quickly add, and he points it there.

I squeeze the pipe in my hand as two human-like beings rush at us at once while holding primitive weapons in their hands. I step to the left and avoid a stab with a spear. They don’t seem to be too tall, almost like kids or young adults, so I hesitate for a second. 

Then I hear a gunshot, just one, followed by a weird scream. 

I dodge another stab and swing with the pipe, it connects and I hit the creature on its head.

Its head is harder than expected, so I hit once more while using as much strength as I can while dodging its aggressive but clumsy stab. The creature falls down.

When I look around, Hadwin is already running after another one. 

[Goblin - lvl 3]

The goblin is shot, and Hadwin is holding the pipe in his hands, closely behind the monster. 

Sophie and Damon are fighting the third enemy, which surprisingly attacked from somewhere behind us. 

[Goblin - lvl 2]

Another level 2. They seem to be overpowering it, especially Sophie with some clearly well-trained moves. 

Not bothering to help them, I quickly follow Hadwin. I am sure he wants to stop the goblin from running away and maybe bringing back more of them, but at the same time, he is saving his bullets. 

I quickly find him fighting the monster. The green creature seems to be mortally wounded by his gun so that makes it easier.

While slowing down to walk, I keep my eyes on Hadwin. His movements are careful and calculating as he slowly makes a half-circle around the creature, which is swinging something that looks like a knife.

There are wounds other than gunshots covering the creature´s body. Seems like the older man did get in some attacks.

Out of nowhere the cornered creature quickly dashes at him, but its movements are just that – quick. There is no technique and no other intent than just violence.

Hadwin almost dodges it, but the creature hits him with the edge of its shoulder, making him lose his balance and fall down. For its size, the green monster is surprisingly strong.

I am already on my way as it starts a downward stab, and Hadwin lifts up the pipe against it.

Before it connects, I hit the creature’s hand with my full strength, getting a scream out of it and making its knife fall.

The goblin turns towards me, a murderous look in its red eyes. I can see its pointy teeth as it fully opens its mouth and rushes at me with a loud scream.

In one move, I dodge to the right and hit the back of its head as inertia makes the goblin move ahead.

Of course, it’s not enough, and the goblin charges me again. This time I dodge to the left and follow up with a kick, focusing more on pushing it further away than on damaging it.

The goblin screams with rage and turns back to me as I am lifting its knife from the ground.

For a second, it makes a beautifully dumbfounded look.

One long and quick step.

Stab.

It puts its hands in front of its neck, but in the middle of the move, I change the direction of the stab, and the knife easily enters its eye. I step back, just far enough, to dodge its blindly waving hand.

The creature screams and scratches its face, surprisingly still alive.

Then Hadwin hits its temple from the side. Goblin falls to the ground. The second hit from Hadwin lands as the goblin starts twitching on the ground. Last hit. I can hear the wet and nauseating noise of the iron pipe breaking its skull. 

The goblin finally stops screaming.

[You have defeated a Goblin - lvl 3]

Then I notice my wildly shaking hand, tense muscles, and rough breathing. The world comes back into focus, and I feel like someone turned off the noise canceling.

Hadwin is breathing heavily and cursing under his nose. I hear Sophie and Damon not far away from us.

“One goblin is only unconscious. Can you keep a watch?” I ask quickly.

Hadwin nods with a tired imitation of a smile, and I can see the sweat running down his forehead.

Before running back, I grab the knife and pull it out of the goblin’s eye. It makes a disgusting noise I am sure I will remember for a while.

When I get back to Sophie and Damon, I can see them repeatedly hitting the goblin they were fighting against. It seems to be dead, but they don´t stop. They have furious looks on their faces, and I can see some wounds on their bodies. The wounds don’t seem to be serious.

The goblin I stunned is still lying on the ground. I kick its leg while standing as far as possible, and when it doesn’t react, I calm down slightly. I still can feel the adrenaline flowing through me and probably mana as well, and just now, I am slowly realizing what happened as if I am coming back to reality. 

My heart is beating wildly and multiple feelings wash over my body.

Fear, relief… desperation 

Calm down.

Think logically.

Calm down.

Calm down.

CALM DOWN.

My breathing slows, and I finally catch my breath, and my focus comes back to normal.

I am such a mess.

I hear quiet sobs from Sophie behind me, but she quickly stops, almost choking on them.

While clenching my teeth I slowly lower my body, carefully, while watching the unconscious goblin. And then, without hesitation, I stab a dagger deep into its eye.

[You have defeated a Goblin - lvl 2]

[Lvl 1 > Lvl 2]

 

            


Chapter 9


                I decide to ignore stat points for now as I want to test their effects a bit more so I pull the dagger out of the goblin´s eyes.

Damon and Sophie seem to be shaken, but their wounds aren’t that serious. Damon is naturally athletic and strong, with long limbs, meaning his reach is pretty big. Sophie seems to be well-versed in martial arts, but even so, this creature, around a meter and a half tall, managed to hurt them in a 2v1 fight.

“Motherfucker…” Damon kicks the corpse of the goblin. 

For me, it just seems like a way of hiding his fear. I can even see his shaking hands and hear a slight tremble in his voice.

“Can you carry its corpse?” When I ask, he looks at me like I’m crazy.

“There might be more of them, and we don’t want them to find their friend´s corpses,” I add before he says anything.

He just nods solemnly after a short pause.

“Sophie.” When I call her name, she looks up.

Oh. I like the look in her eyes.

“I will carry the other one, and you can help Hadwin,” she says.

She catches on pretty fast.

“Carry only the corpses; I or Hadwin will take care of the rest.” I pause. “Don’t bring them too close to other passengers for now,” I add.

She nods.

I go deeper into the forest. The dagger is once again in my hand. It’s made out of some kind of obsidian-like stone, but it’s surprisingly sharp and hard.

Hadwin is looking at the corpse of the goblin, and I step next to him.

“Damon and Sophie will bring the other two away. I will take this one. Can you take care of their weapons?” I ask.

“I will. I can also try to cover up some of our and their tracks.” Hadwin answers while standing up.

“Sounds good.” To be honest, I partially expected something like that from Hadwin, but I wasn’t so sure. I scan the man in front of me once again.

Let’s be a bit more careful with him.

The way he starts looking around and taking care of tracks that he can cover looks experienced to me, but I don’t know much about bushcraft, so he could very well be making it worse. 

I keep a watch while he does so, and when he is done with our closest surroundings, I kneel to lift up the goblin and put him over my shoulders.

Unintentionally, I let out a surprised noise as the goblin is much heavier than I expected him to be. Probably more than the average adult male.

Goddamn green asshole.

For someone at this height, it’s a lot and he isn’t even that bulky. But I guess we can’t use human standards here. 

Hadwin picks up the goblin’s weapon and our stuff. My loyal pipe is there as well.

When we reach the spot where the fight started, Hadwin starts covering tracks or digging out ants or whatever he does. He is an expert here, not me.

Both goblins are gone, and in the end, Hadwin also grabs their weapons from the ground and watches our backs as I lead the way. The pistol is in his hand. The weapons and our stuff are under his other hand or inside his backpack.

We move quickly and quietly without a word, and once in a while, Hadwin does something that I guess is covering the tracks of our two companions and ours.

After around 15 minutes of walking, we reach the clearing.

I notice that I am not as tired as I should be after carrying such weight. Sure, I lifted heavier weights before, but carrying it through the forest? It’s either adrenaline or, and I guess the more probable option, the effect of putting three stat points into the constitution. 

We find Damon and Sophie lying on the ground, breathing heavily and covered in sweat, while their baggage is a few meters away from them with other passengers surrounding the dead goblins.

Once again, I realize how much better state I’m in as I throw the green creature on the ground.

Damon has an angry look on his face as he turns to me. I don´t say anything, just look back at him.

“Fuck off,” he breathes out and turns towards Hadwin, “What the hell was that? What are these green little fuckers?”

“Goblins.” Hadwin’s tone is flat.

“No shit. I asked…”

Before he can continue, the older man interrupts him. “I don’t know, Damon. As you know, I’ve been here as long as you have.” There is a slight frown on his face. “What I know is that we should be thankful that we are still alive. These… creatures are far stronger than they should be.”

“And much heavier,” Sophie says quietly, and there is a questioning look on Hadwin’s face. “The one I carried must have weighed more than me, and it’s the smallest and slimmest one.” 

“Fucking hell, mine is for sure over twice that,” Damon adds. 

From the corner of my vision, I see Sophie rolling her eyes.

Hadwin slowly walks towards my goblin and tries to lift him. Surprise appears on his face, but with a groan, he lifts him up.

“For sure he weighs more than me,” he puts him back on the ground.

Everyone falls silent.

“We should dissect them,” I say after a while.

Their gaze instantly turns back to me.

Uhm? Why are you looking at me like that?

 

            


Chapter 10


                I had hoped that Hadwin would suggest it first, but I can see that he is holding back a little bit, still not fully realizing the situation we are in. Still not prepared to do everything it takes for his survival.

When they look at me with shocked looks in their eyes, I just shrug my shoulders. I notice that only Hadwin looks somewhat relieved.

“You don’t have to be here,” I tell him.

“I will help you,” he says. “But we should do it far away from the clearing.”

I stop to think about it for a second. Doing it here doesn’t sound like a good idea. We don’t know if blood won’t lure more monsters to us, and I don’t know how the other passengers will react to it.

Well, I am sure that they will get used to it fairly soon.

“We have to get rid of them anyway. So let’s just throw them out, and while doing so I will quickly check a few things,” I say.

“There is no fucking way I am going to carry that green little shit again,” I hear Damon say, but everyone ignores him.

“Are you sure it’s worth it?” Hadwin is still worried. “We will be taking a big risk.”

While in deep thought I look at the dead goblin. The words over his head are gone. Knowing that the text disappears when a monster dies helps.

The goblin is around the height of 12-year kid with a short torso but long legs and hands. Even though his limbs are slim, I remember their weight. It was also illogically strong, unfitting its figure.

I lean over him and poke him with the tip of my finger. His skin feels thick, somewhat firmer than mine.

I pinch him, and I once again notice the firmness of his skin. Could it be his thicker skin adding to its weight?

The green creature is wearing some sort of primitive leather clothes covering parts where the reproductive organs of humans would be. There are also light blue markings all over its body. When I glance at the other two goblins, I notice that they have similar markings. I try to rub them, but nothing stays on my finger. When I spit a little bit on it and try again, the result is the same.

Tattoo? Some kind of group, clan, or village marking?

I pause for a second, done thinking over things

Okay, no dissecting, let’s just test a few things.

I pull out the knife I took from him and point the tip at its chest. I am careful to do it close to its clothes so blood can soak into it. I push onto it, and it’s harder than it should be, but I am not too surprised. I don’t push too deep, but I try the same thing on other parts of its body, but it’s the same.

The monster’s skin is surprisingly strong and thick.

I put my knife away and grab its hand. Before I continue, I look behind me. Hadwin, Sophie, and Damon have looks on their faces that are hard to describe. I also notice the bus driver pushing people towards the bus, away from the three dead goblins and us four. I guess he saw me poking the goblin with a knife as I also see disgust on his face.

To be honest, I am surprised by myself as well. Never in my life did I think I would do something like this, but I am surprisingly calm and clear-minded.

I will have to give it some thought a bit later.

“You don’t have to be here,” I say.

Damon curses, but all of them stay.

I try punching it a few times, and the response I’m getting is much more resistant than hitting a human body. I am also unable to break his ribs after repeatedly hitting his chest with my fist and full strength.

I continue examining the goblin.

Its nose is smaller than humans, even if we leave out proportions. Maybe it doesn’t have a good sense of smell?

That would be good as I am worried that they will sniff out their companions.

Its ears are also small, but what worries me are its big eyes. They are almost twice as big as mine. I just hope they don’t see twice as good. During the night, it would be bad news.

The creature also has pretty long nails; they are sharp, and if everything else fails they can be used as weapons.

Goblin´s teeth are extremely sharp. I’d be concerned about the risk of infection from a potential bite.

I don’t find any pockets in its clothes, so other than weapons, this goblin didn’t carry anything. I can’t be sure if that’s the norm for them or if they move around like this.

I tell the results of my examination to others and stand up.

Sure, I wanted to do more testing, but I decide against it.

Where are its heart and other vital organs located? What makes it so strong? Can it use mana, and if so, how does it affect its physiology? Is it particularly vulnerable to fire? What are its weak points? And where is its skin thinnest?

Most of them would create quite a mess. Maybe next time.

After stretching a little bit, I focus and put two stat points into constitution and one into mana.

At the moment, I’m not sure if changes in investing stat points show up instantly or gradually. I’m more inclined to the second option, so investing them sooner sounds like a good idea.

As for why the constitution and mana.

My survivability is most important at the moment. I believe that constitution increases my endurance, vitality, and affects my regeneration.

At the moment, I don’t have access to food, so a stronger body sounds like a good idea. I just hope it doesn’t mean increased consumption of calories to keep me going.

It probably does.

I am sure it does. We can’t have things too easy, can we?

I don’t need much strength as I can use weapons and attack weak points.

Unfortunately, I’m not in a situation where I can test my stat points as I need to find water, food, shelter, and fight against these monsters.

One point in mana is a risk and I justify it as something that potentially can make me stronger. But I can’t lie to myself. It’s simple curiosity, and I am willing to risk a little bit to satisfy it.

Ever since I felt it for the first time, I keep trying to manually use it with no success so far.

I was only able to use Focus and mana during fights. It happened subconsciously. When we found the goblins, I was able to control it a little bit. I can’t wait to test it out a bit more, but unfortunately, I have other priorities at the moment.

“I have a place in mind where we can get rid of them,” Hadwin says. “I noticed it when we were scouting. It’s a deep hole near a few big rocks, probably caused by a landslide. We can just throw them down there. It should be around 15 minutes there and back,” he then looks at the goblin, “Maybe 20.”
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Chapter 11


                It makes Damon start grumbling, but he surprisingly stands up and says, “Let’s make it quick.” He lifts up his goblin, and a surprised look appears on his face. 

Did he invest his stat points? He should have leveled up, and Sophie as well. I am pretty sure he put it all into strength, so I decide to watch him carefully to compare his increased strength to my constitution.

My theory is that my increased constitution means I can use my peak strength for longer, and I will need shorter rest to be back at my peak form. I also have a suspicion that I will heal faster and have tougher skin and stronger bones. Just like the goblin.

Increased strength should increase the density of muscles and their strength, but it also comes up with a potential problem.

What if you invest too much into strength, but you don’t have a body strong enough to handle it? 

Once again, I become annoyed for not knowing and not being able to test it out as much as I want.

I also put the goblin on my shoulder, but I make sure to have my right hand free and be ready to throw the body on the ground. At worst, I can also use the goblin as a shield against an attack. Sophie also picks up the goblin, she does it quite easily.

Hmm. I guess that means that stat increase manifests fairly quickly. A few minutes maybe?

Hadwin puts the gun into his right hand and the goblin’s spear in his left, and starts leading us into the forest. 

As we enter, I don’t feel as pressured as before, but I am still careful. The wind is now stronger, so we can hear the rustling of leaves and creaking branches as they bend in the wind. The sun seems to be right over us.

I still twitch every time I hear an unexpected noise.

As before, Hadwin walks first, me to his left, and Damon to his right. Sophie follows behind us, and I notice that she moved the goblin slightly lower to cover more of her back.

At this point, I am sure that the results of my increased constitution are showing, as I don’t feel myself getting tired from carrying the creature. The only thing I notice is my empty stomach.

Food. I need lots of food.

I glance at the goblin, but I instantly decide that I am not that hungry.

Yet.

When we finally throw the goblins into the hole, I notice Damon’s rugged breathing. He seems better than before, but it’s easy to notice how tired he is. I am now also 100% sure that he didn´t put much into Constitution.

 Sophie seems to be better than him, so I guess that she put at least something into it.

I move the knife to my left hand and pull out the pipe into my right hand.

On our way back, we are even more careful than before, but we move much quicker. Not being able to see what’s behind the trees makes us all nervous.

When we get back to the bus, I feel relieved, even though there isn’t too big a difference in our safety.

As I move away from people, I take a peek at my stats.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 364d 20h 52m 59s

 

Lvl 2

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 8

Mana: 3

 



[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

 

Skills:

- Focus Lvl 3

- Mana manipulation Lvl 1

 

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

I let Hadwin and the others take care of annoying stuff and sit on the ground, leaning once again against the bus’s tire.

Wind brushes my hair as I close my eyes, and slowly breathe in fresh air. It’s so different from the air in the city. There’s a hard-to-describe smell to it, slightly sweet but not too overpowering.

I like it.

 Warm rays of the sun on my hands touch my skin, and other than the passengers, I don’t hear anything. No cars, no machines, no planes. It’s quiet, almost peaceful, yet I know how dangerous this place is. 

Also, It’s called the 1st floor, so does that mean that the sun, wind, and sky are fake? Are there other floors above or below us, or is it just a place on a distant planet? Is it the whole planet? Simulation?

At the moment, I’m curious about what will be in the sky tonight, but at the same time, I feel a hint of fear.

It’s hard enough to fight against unknown creatures during the day, but at night, with reduced visibility…

Sure, we can set up a campfire, but that would be like running around the place and screaming that we’re here.

“Haaa…” I let out a sigh. We’re fucked, aren’t we? I have a feeling that we were insanely lucky until now. 

The wolf seemed to be starved or wounded and without its pack. We got ambushed by only three goblins, but even then, Hadwin almost died, and the other two got injured.

There will be more of them. I’m sure of it. 

Should I leave? I glance back at the bus and try to ignore the discussion inside.

There are pros and cons to staying, but I feel like the pros outweigh the cons. I need someone to keep watch when I’m sleeping. Hadwin has a gun, so that’s something, and it looks like the guy knows how to move around the forest. If we’re going to stay here for five years, he would be useful.

I don’t know how to hunt or skin animals. Hell, I wouldn’t even know how to set up a campfire or cook.

Then there are also others. I can collect some data just from watching them - stat point distribution, skills, classes if we get to it.

Footsteps catch my attention, and a student emerges from behind the bus - a girl around 17-18 years old, slim, blonde, and taller than me, a girl called Tess, who used to be a friend until… I shake my head and force the memories to back of my head.

She briefly glances my way but then directs her focus towards the forest, leaning against the bus. Retrieving a cigarette and lighter from her pocket, she lights it up.

With her eyes closed, she slowly inhales, savoring the smoke.

“Haa… It will be really bad when I run out of cigarettes,” her voice is quiet as she slowly smokes, enjoying every whiff.

She looks at me. “Do you want one?” she offers.

I just shake my head and stay quiet.

“So you did stop smoking… so responsible.” Tess smiles slightly.

I still don’t react. Let’s see what she wants.

The girl stops when she is halfway through her cigarette and extinguishes it against the bus. Then she carefully puts it back inside the pack and then pocket.

One minute.

Two minutes.

Five.

She is leaning in silence while looking towards the forest, “Do you also think that we are in deep shit, Nat?” her voice is quiet, and she still doesn’t look at me.

Isn´t that obvious?

One minute of silence.

“It all looks so normal… trees, grass, sky…” She falls silent after glancing at the sky.

“You know, before we ended up here, I had a fight with my mom,” she said, her voice even quieter now. “I called her…” she pauses for a moment and a self-deprecating chuckle echoes in the surrounding silence.

She then continues to talk, and I don´t say anything but listen. 

I can do that much for her. I feel like I owe her at least that much.

“Do you think I’m an asshole?” she looked at me.

I didn’t get it. Isn’t what she thinks more important than my opinion?

I shrug my shoulders, and there is a slight disappointment in her eyes.

Then she chuckles.

“I should have expected such an answer from you. Anyway, Kevin found out something. Just say ‘quest window’,” Before she disappears back inside, she asks, “Nat, will you help me if you can?”

I look up from the ground and our eyes meet. 

Obviously, my life is a priority. But if it doesn’t put me in danger…

My answer is just a short nod.

 Before she disappears from my sight, I see a hint of relief on her face.

“Quest window,” I say out loud.

[Floor quest]

Stay alive for 30 days

Rewards:

- Entrance to the second floor

- Access to Community 

- 1 skill point

- 5 stat points

 

[Side quest]

Stay alive for 24 hours.

Rewards: 

- gear of your choice

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    To explain why Chapters 12-101 are missing:

I had to remove Chapters 12-101 to comply with Kindle Unlimited’s exclusivity rules.

Book 1, which includes Chapters 1-101, will be published on May 14th. It’s professionally edited, and there’s also an audiobook  

You can find the first book on Amazon here: https://geni.us/helldifficulty1



                



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

[image: image]



                



Chapter 102 - Beneath the Child’s Smile


                “Okay, it’s decided. I can’t put off this any longer, and it’s better to just pick the upgrade now than wait for who knows what.

Yes, Focus and Mana Manipulation might upgrade at level 30, knowing how much the system likes rounded numbers, but damn, these two skills just sound so nice.



Symbiotic Transference:Learn to transfer the stored energy directly into physical strength, endurance, or speed, increasing combat prowess.

Mana Flow Analysis:Develops the capacity to identify nuanced patterns and rhythms in the movement of mana, offering deeper insight into how skills are invoked and controlled.



But in the end, I go with Symbiotic Transference.

And while I clench my teeth against the pain, I think over my decision. It wasn’t easy at all as my skill of learning other people’s skills is one of my strongest points and it could even help me to improve my current ones.

Yet I think I made the right decision. With this upgrade, I should be able to ignore strength, constitution, and dexterity even more!

Yes, the reason is as silly as that. I won’t need to waste my stat points and instead, I can absorb external attacks or kinetic energy from my orbs to boost the stats I need!

Hell, in the future when I learn to use [Redistribution] better and absorb more types of energy, it could become a nearly passive skill, making my body stronger the more the opponent attacks me.

Damn, it sounds cool as heck!

I excitedly test it for a bit and it’s as I thought. Currently, I can only change kinetic energy to one of the stats, it’s too hard to boost multiple stats at once. But that’s fine, it would be too boring if it were so easy.

And yeah, Mana Flow Analysis is totally the next upgrade and heck, there better be something super, super good to make me change my mind and pick something else.

I check the community and write one sentence for the 10th time today, each having a 30-minute pause in between.

 

Noname (Hell, group 4) - StrongestOne, you have 5 seconds to answer.

Now, after checking the community for a bit, I’m sure that he ended up with Lily so he better not try some shit or he is done. I’m sure he knows it, but I better remind him.

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - I’m with Grumpy.

Finally, and as I thought.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - After a while, the buildings are in a better state, try heading that way.

Soph (Hell, group 4) - How is Isabella?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - We might all meet sooner or later if we all head the same way, towards what feels like middle of this city.

Soph (Hell, group 4) - Noname!

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - Ok…

You better not try anything funny. I owe Lily too much. Having her die before I pay her back would feel way too sour.

Ciphermind (Hell, group 4) -Noname, we will meet you there too :) I’m curious about the skills of people from the hell difficulty, lol.

Frostfall (Hell, group 4) - lol, me too!

 

I ignore two of the three guys that got to our group from hard difficulty and send a short message to Sophie, telling her that her sister is safe. The little girl still refuses to join the community because some time ago Sophie told her not to do that.

Okay, time to check my beautiful status.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 274d 16h 31m 30s

Traits (1/3): Mana Circuit (Passive)



Lvl 75

Strength: 20

Dexterity: 19

Constitution: 67

Mana: 229



[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: unavailable]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Lvl 28

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 28

Perception - Lvl 22

Oscillation - Lvl 18

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 13

Armanent - Lvl 23

Mana Surge - Lvl 10

Disruption - Lvl 12

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)



[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

 

Pretty good if I have to say so myself. Soon, I will need to create another construct to take care of my ever-growing mana as I already start feeling some push even though I invested so much in controlling it.

As for the Sub-class, I expected it to be unlocked the moment we entered the third floor, in a similar way the primary class was unlocked the moment we entered the second floor. But yes, it seems like the system has different plans.

Upgrade token? I already have plans for it, I just need to take care of a few things first.

As for the Difficulty change token, I already tried it and it seems like the only way to go is down to Hard difficulty. It doesn’t allow me to go higher - as expected - and it also doesn’t allow for normal or easy difficulties.

Oh, there is also a [Side Quest]

Side quest:Kill 100 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

This alone helps me to understand this floor a bit more. Up until now, I didn’t find any flowing water, didn’t see any animal. Just building after building stretching on forever. All of them are two stories tall, rarely some bigger ones.

As for gear, it kinda makes sense as we gained the ability to identify item rarities, so that would mean this floor will work more with them.

As for 100 enemies, does that mean that the enemies here are a bit weaker, just in bigger groups? That would be kind of logical.

Anyway, it’s time to move.

“Wake up, brat,” I poke Isabella and she wakes up, already complaining.

A bit longer and we finally find some signs of life. Corpses of few men. They are wearing leather armor and their bodies are mangled, torn, and pieces bitten off. Even though I tell the girl to stay away, she gets closer, not showing any reaction to the cruel sight in front of us.

I will have to check the thing Sophie put on her a bit closer.

I pick one of the weapons of one of the men, that was left behind, the enemy not caring enough to take them.

Crude Iron Mace (Common):This mace exhibits rough and hasty craftsmanship. Fashioned from crude iron, its head bears uneven edges and a lack of refinement. The wooden handle is worn and splintered, showing signs of neglect and subpar construction.

The remaining gear is mostly the same and I leave them behind.

A minute later, we find what killed the group of men. We spot a group of 20 or so rats the size of small dogs.

[Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 39]

Most of them are around this level and most of them look sick and diseased. Some have big wounds, some are missing limbs.

“Ewww,” the little girl says what I am thinking.

Not having any wind to absorb, I make three orbs of mana and spin them around myself and after a while, I absorb their energy. After moving closer, I change it, and a vibrant dark yellow flame comes into existence, created from a point in front of me.

Keeping it alive by creating more orbs and absorbing more energy, I burn the entire group.

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 36]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin- lvl 38]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 34]

“My flames are better,” the cheeky little girl complains.

Pff, as if! Just wait, give me a month or two, you little brat! I’m sure that you have some fire skill, but I am a master of doing things the janky way.

My poor man’s flamethrower shall win in the end!

More rats come our way and this time I absorb thermal energy from my fire that sets a building close by on fire, making the yellow flame disappear, and then use the energy to boost my mana orbs, obliterating the rats.

All while holding a kid in my arms!

Easy.

We start moving again and I ask a thing I was a bit curious about.

“So, you said that I am safe, right?”

“Yup,” the girl continues to pull on my shirt, bored of being just carried around, but I learned to ignore it.

Her answers might help me to understand her skill better.

“Is Sophie safe too?”

“Sophie is the safest! Even if she is super sad and trying to hide it, she is safe! Soph is…”

“…is really stupid sometimes,” I finish up.

The girl giggles and nods.

She still refuses my offers to remove Sophie’s construct or whatever it is from her brain but I still don’t know if it’s because of how Sophie set it up or because of the girl’s decision.

It makes me curious. I couldn’t imagine letting someone mess with my mind even if it was my closest family or a friend. The problem might be on my side but at the same time, it might be the little girl who is weird.

“But you still attacked me the moment I appeared near you, even though you said I’m safe?”

“Sorry for that! I was a bit nervous, a few bad guys attacked me before.”

That makes me stagger and I stop, looking at the girl in my arms.

“They appeared out of nowhere and were super scary. They told me to come with them.”

I already know where it’s going.

“But Sophie told me to never leave with strangers!”

I don’t know what to say.

“So I burned them!” she smiles while saying so “And only then did you appear.”

There is not even a hint of regret as she says so.

A ten-year-old girl says it in a similar way to how she talked about the cute dog she met a few weeks ago.
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The thousand-year-old Imperium is crumbling, and war looms on the horizon with all its brutalities and splendor. Trapped in the midst of it all is Lansius, an office grunt and veteran MMO player turned to medieval peasant. Oblivious to the upcoming conflict, without wealth, status, or any magical abilities; with only his basic knowledge of the art of war, can he endure and thrive in a realistic medieval fantasy realm?



- Introverted MC, start poor & weak 

- The world has magic, but the MC has No Magic or superpower 

- 3rd POV, realistic army building, kingdom building 

- Well researched medieval society, way of living, nobility class & weaponry

You can read it here >>> Horizon of War: The Realistic Isekai Chronicles




















                



Chapter 103 - Desolate Remnants


                The city is massive. It reminds me of a medieval-age set up with wood and stones used as the primary building materials. The insides of the buildings all seem as if someone left them in a hurry, with years or months-old food on the tables. Layers and layers of dust cover everything, the floor is creaking under our steps, a result of the weather that got in through open doors or windows.

There are some entire streets that are totally destroyed, either by something resembling an explosion or by fire.

And the city just continues to stretch on and on, seemingly forever. With barely any signs of life, only diseased rats with bodies covered in pus and riddled with holes that nearly allow you to see through them.

There is no water and it doesn´t seem that it is going to rain soon. So yes, the side quest seems to be the best way to get some food or water.

I watch as Isabella’s flames burn another group of rats with ease. The main reason I let her fight is to observe her skill and allow her to gain rewards from side quests as well; she got the same one.

“They smell,” she complains, and I can´t help but agree.

While her flames dwindle, I wonder, why hasn’t the city burned down yet? The buildings are fairly close together and the roofs seem pretty flammable. One would think that it would be super easy to set such a city on fire now that we don’t see anyone stop the flames.

Yet, somehow, the flames flicker out from existence after a while, either a work of the system or something else.

“Who were the men that wanted to take you away?”

The girl just shrugs her shoulders and, even after further questioning, I’m not sure if they were from this floor or some people from a different difficulty.

While she continues to burn the vermin, I also think about my new construct, already preparing its base in my mind. Given a little bit of time, I’m sure I will be able to finish preparing something nice. Just in time to take care of my once again complaining mana and its effect on my comparatively low constitution.

With how I go about things, I’m sure I will continue to have the same problem. 

I pause my thoughts when my [Perception] catches a stronger monster.

“Move behind me,” I say and the little girl listens, also preparing some mana.

With her standing so close to me I can´t spin orbs around my body, so I make them spin a bit higher, around my head, ready to turn their energy into any form I might need.

The monster reveals itself, a misshapen figure shambling out of the shadows of the alley. It is tall and has slender, elongated limbs culminating into grotesque, clawed hands. Its flesh seems to ripple with a sickly, pulsing aura of raw mana. The glow of green light in its eyes gives off an almost tangible power.

It’s repulsive, the sight of it makes my stomach churn. But it’s strong. It’s going to be a tough fight, I can tell, clearly tell. A “named” monster.

[Alghoul - lvl 89]

Feeling something, the girl quickly jumps backward and moves as far away as she can, focusing more mana around her body, ready to defend herself. Sophie taught her right.

With stunning speed, the monster jumps straight towards the roof we are on, silently, but with its eyes glowing even more.

Armor forms around my body and I absorb energy from one of the orbs, using it to propel myself towards the monster, destroying half of the rooftop in the process by using it as a launching pad.

The monster and I meet in the air, our bodies colliding.

I’m filled with an unnatural strength borrowed from the monster and further enhanced by my own mana, my construct, and the recent upgrade to my [Redistribution].

Another orb stops, quickly replaced by one that starts spinning, and yellow flames come into existence around my armor, burning the monster.

In response, sickly green flames surround the Alhgoul that instantly start melting the armor around my body. There is no heat to them and they seem to only burn the mana.

A cone of kinetic energy fires and pushes the monster away from me, finally both of us landing on the ground and dashing at each other again.

Changing strategy, I let one [Focus] continue to spin and sling orbs at the Alghoul while another part of my mind continues to absorb energy from an orb once in a while, turning it into more speed.

A sword made of mana slashes against the monster, only to be met by flames that melt it.

[Disruption] fires up, unable to cancel them out, so two orbs in quick succession hit the monster’s head, making holes in it, yet it doesn’t seem to have much effect. Green flames burn around the monster’s head and it’s restored to its previous state.

More orbs come into existence around my body and start spinning faster, boosted by a surge. My body starts heating up and a distant ringing sounds in my head as I [Focus] more, giving it my all.

[Oscilation] coats my blade, yet when I cut off the monster’s hand it gets restored in a blaze of green flames. I’m forced to jump back, boosting my body with Symbiotic Transference. I’m getting more and more used to it.

The monster’s flame shoots at me but now that they left its body, I’m able to disrupt them and they vanish from existence.

In response, my dark yellow flames appear, glowing beautifully as they roar through the air in a cone as thin as my arm, following the quickly moving monster and burning our surroundings. I absorb kinetic energy from more and more orbs, continuously creating new ones and spinning them around me at a speed that makes a loud whistling noise.

I continuously shoot the flames at the alghoul, tracking him better and better, reading his movement, and improving my use of thermal energy.

Finally, the monster dashes right at me straight through the flames, using its own green ones to fight against them.

I widen the cone, making the cone of flames much bigger and weaker to blind the monster while watching its movement with my [Perception].

When I feel it’s close, I cancel the flames and my full mind goes into focusing on using absorbed energy to speed up my body and coat the sword in my hands in oscillating mana. With a speed that makes my body scream from pain and nearly tears some tendons, I slash against the monster multiple times in a split second.

I cut off its head, I split its chest, I cut off the limbs, and then cut its falling head again.

Then, while the monster is falling to the ground, I let go of the sword and [Disruption] at full power, boosted by the surge, that encompasses the area, finally stopping the monster from regenerating.

For a few more seconds, I continuously boost and use the skill, straining my brain to the point it makes me feel lightheaded, and then finally the monster dies.



[You have defeated the Alghoul - lvl 89]

[Lvl 75 > Lvl 76]

[Redistribution - lvl 13 > Redistribution - lvl 14]

[Disruption - lvl 12 > Disruption - lvl 13]



On the edge of my perception, I catch two more signatures moving at incredible speeds and a few moments later I identify them as monsters of similar strength to the ghoul I just killed.

I’m tired, my body hurts and I still feel lightheaded, yet… I burrow my feet into the ground, making orbs made of mana spin around me, this time I make them as big as baseballs, anchoring them to my body and making them spin around me. I add more and more of them until there are a dozen spinning, straining my [Focus].

The world loses even more of its colors, becoming quieter, making me only hear the now quiet sound of whistling orbs and see the glow of my mana.

Finally, after a long while, I feel like a challenge is in front of me, missing this sense of danger that sharpens my thoughts, makes me forget all useless stuff, and just lets me move my body, my mana. I bounce on my feet a few times and shake off some tension from my body while continuously watching two signatures that move straight towards me.

Three orbs slow down, quickly replaced by two more.

Yet, there isn’t even a dent in my mana reserves.

Three more orbs lose their kinetic energy and I feel my body creak under the strain of all the energy I’ve absorbed, ready to redistribute it.

Finally, two monsters appear. One on the roof and the second one on the ground. Both are ugly, diseased-looking, covered in open wounds, and sickly. Yet their mana feels dangerous as it dances inside their bodies and on their skin.

[Gutter Gargoyle - lvl 86]

[Rampart Revenant - lvl 91]

Both of them are easily identifiable as named ones.

At last, my excitement begins to surge. My heart throbs with audible beats, my muscles tighten, and my mind becomes more focused.

I shape all the accumulated energy I possess, condensing it into a slender cone of thermal energy, which I then launch towards the monster on the ground. The cone narrows progressively, transforming into a brilliant column of thermal energy. It strikes the distant monster, several buildings away, in an instant, resembling an arm-thick laser more than a flame.
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Chapter 104 - Dusty Triumph


                My thermal attack hits the revenant, burning its arm and completely stripping it of flesh, revealing the bones. The monster, covered in ancient-looking armor, jumps away, emitting creepy noises. The wound I’ve inflicted appears to be bubbling; the flesh pulsates and some liquid keeps leaking out. Yet the wound doesn’t regenerate, most likely the monster is unable to.

It dodges my orbs that deal massive damage to the building behind the monster.

But I’m already close, my body boosted by my new skill upgrade, all focused on speed. My sword, coated in vibrating mana, slashes across the monster’s body.

I absorb the kinetic energy of its counterattack and propel myself away, a gargoyle crashing where I used to be. Two monsters collide, letting out creepy noises, and even slashing against each other.

In that moment of confusion, another thermal attack, similar to a flamethrower, hits the monsters, and I maneuver it, making deep burns into their bodies with strongly concentrated thermal energy.

The world becomes so quiet, so unmoving as I enter an even deeper state of [Focus].

Feeling mana behind, I move to the side, just in time to avoid the revenant’s attack.

Still, a shockwave or something similar hits me with terrifying power and I am sent crashing into the side of one of the houses, barely able in time to absorb some energy and convert it to make my body stronger, under my [Armament].

Another invisible attack crashes against me, sending me deeper inside the house and I taste blood in my mouth; I have a broken rib.

Even in the state I’m in, I continue to track Isabella and the monsters, and fortunately, both are focused on me.

The roof crashes and pieces of wood and stone slow down to a crawl as I absorb their energy, along with some from the gargoyle that crashes through it.

Two orbs turn into a shield and block some power of the attack while I shoot a flame against the revenant that dashes at me.

Again, I am sent flying by an invisible attack that is clearly magical, yet I’m unable to grasp it. Two orbs sling towards the revenant, dealing some damage and reading where it looks, I propel myself to the side and the floor where I stood explodes into a crater.

Another thermal attack burns into the revenant’s head, melting off half of it, yet the monster seems like it didn’t notice and dashes at me at the same time the gargoyle does.

[Redistribution], boosted by the surge, comes into existence and both monsters slow down while I convert absorbed energy into speed, rushing at them with a sword covered in oscillating mana.

The revenant loses its head and I cut apart its chest.

[You have defeated the Rampart Revenant - lvl 91]

Then the gargoyle grabs my arm with surprising power and speed, the tattoos glowing on its body. My arm immediately breaks, like a twig, and pain washes over me. I’m unable to move while the gargoyle prepares to hit me.

Letting my mana loose and absorbing energy from the remaining orb, I convert it into kinetic energy and explode a third of the monster’s head while I start feeling lightheaded, my ears ringing.

My hand coated in [Oscillation] burrows itself deep into the monster’s head and I scramble its brain.

With a last-ditch effort, the monster lets go of my arm to attack again, still somehow able to move, yet I do not stop. I push more and more mana into the monster’s head and quickly, the head disappears, devoured by wildly oscillating mana.

Finally, the body falls to the ground.

[You have defeated the Gutter Gargoyle- lvl 86]

[Lvl 76 > Lvl 77]

[Oscillation - lvl 18 > Oscillation - lvl 19]

I look at my left arm that is hanging along my body and sigh. At this point, I think it’s personal. I’ve even stopped counting how many times I’ve had this arm broken or blown off.

It will heal, obviously, but… damn it.

Also, thanks to Mr. Focus for letting me, well, focus on important things, pushing the pain I felt slightly to the back of my mind.

I would prefer if [Focus] would totally turn it off, but I guess it’s something it doesn’t want to do. Also, it’s not like it’s lessening the pain, no no. It’s only making it easier… well, to focus.

Moreover, I did hear a bit more notifications, so what was it… oh, a new [Side quest]!



Side quest:Reach level 100

Reward: Body upgrade



Oh, isn’t that interesting? I’m curiou… eh? What is this sound?

I hear a cracking sound, and the house falls on my head.

 







 

Damn, I would laugh so hard if it didn’t happen to me.

Barely having time, I managed to convert some energy into endurance and fortify the armor around my body. Now, laying crumbled beneath the rubble of what once was a house, I exert all my strength to push against the debris. But it’s too heavy; it shifts just slightly. Layers upon layers of wood and stone weigh heavily upon me.

Okay, I agree, this is funny as heck, but my tendency to get distracted by some stuff and only track mana in my surroundings is getting pretty dangerous.

Let this be a good lesson for me.

Taking a hint from one of the options I got as a skill upgrade, I release a massive amount of mana into my surroundings, keeping it connected to me. Then I make it vibrate, adding [Oscillation] to the effect.

The mana over me starts cutting into the debris, turning it into smaller pieces.

The effect is minimal and barely helps but I push even through that, taking it as an opportunity to practice.

I release more and more mana, even boosting it with surge and the layers of vibrating mana over me turn more debris into smaller pieces and that makes some bigger pieces of the house move, giving me a chance to absorb their energy and then shoot it against the debris, also making more pieces move.

I repeat the process until finally, a bigger explosion of kinetic energy pushes enough pieces away and with my strength, I get rid of the remaining ones, finally standing up.

Easy!

Then, while dusting myself off, I ignore the quiet laugh of a small girl.

 







 

More dead decaying rats later, I finally complete the side quest:

Side quest:Kill 100 enemies

A small, almost tiny bottle of water appears next to me along with a bit of food that reminds me of dried jerky. It’s not even enough to be called a snack. Well, isn’t that generous from the system?



Congratulations, you have completed the side quest. You can now pick one of the following gear:

bag (Common)

warm clothes (Common)

light armor (Common)

wooden shield (Common)

firestarter (Common)

spear (Common)

emberstone (Common)

air purifier (Common)

…

And it just goes on, around 100 items available to pick, all of them in Common rarity. There is no food, there is no water.

Also, I really don’t like that there are so many items that could be used to keep people warm. I take it as a warning that some parts of the day or some parts of the city might be cold.

In the end, I pick one and immediately check it through the system.

Air Purifier (Common) A small, green mana stone. Infuse with mana to cleanse the surrounding air. Effectiveness depends on mana input. Ideal for purifying toxic environments.

Interesting, isn’t it? I got to learn a bit more about mana stones, they start to seem more and more useful and even back on the second floor, I saw so many uses they could be put into.

As for my decision? I still think that the offered items are items that could be useful for this floor. As for keeping myself warm, my body, even as I do not put as many points into my constitution, is strengthened and able to endure some cold. If we were on Earth, I’m sure I could ignore the coldest weather other than the most extreme one.

Purifying the air might be useful, even the monsters we fought up until now show that. All of them are decaying, close to being called undead, and nearly rotted.

The problem will be food and water. Yes, I’m sure with my strengthened body, I can endure for plenty of days of not eating, not drinking, and not sleeping, even with my increased requirements of calories as my body strengthens.

So, a few days are okay, but the first floor took 1 month, and the second took two months, so maybe the third one will take three? Maybe longer?

So yeah, it seems like food and water will be a real problem and options like eating the monsters might be a terrible idea as eating them might cause more harm than it’s worth, seeing how decayed they are.

“Isabella, try to save your water,” I say as I turn to the girl and she nods and immediately puts both of her hands behind her back.

I don’t even have to check to know that she already drank all of her water.

Biscuit, god damn it.

Oh, a force of habit.

As for the new side quest?



Side quest: Kill 200 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations



Well, if the requirements to finish the quest will grow the way they do now, things will become… interesting.
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Chapter 105 - Fragments of Lost Memories


                Easy difficulty: 1368/2000

Normal difficulty: 903/1000

Hard Difficulty: 293/500

Hell difficulty: 54/250

Community tournament (currently unavailable)

The community’s numbers look like this.

Even Hell difficulty gained some new people, although some of them died. Looking at it, around 200 people moved from easy to normal, around 60 from normal to hard, and around 10 from hard to hell.

Our group gained 3, and they seem to be pretty active in the community. To my taste, they seem to be too confident and cocky, making fun of Hell Difficulty and saying that they are the strongest ones from Hard Difficulty, not even understanding why they didn’t get here instead of Hard.

But hey, you do you. If you do not bother me, feel free to do whatever makes you happy.

I sent one more message to the others. I describe to Tess and Sophie where I am, even though the city barely has any points to use as landmarks.

And I also made sure that Kim and Lily are safe before turning it off.

Now when I think about it, Sophie is with Tess and Dennis, so should I be worried about Tess getting under control of Sophie?

Pff, as if. Knowing Tess, I would be more worried about her making a harem out of Maya and Sophie. That girl is scary; it’s almost funny that she asked me for help back on the first floor.

“I’m hungry,” I hear a quiet voice next to me.

“Hello Hungry, I’m Nathaniel.”

The girl didn’t understand and only looks at me, slowly blinking.

I’m not appreciated here at all.

 



 

Now I’m hungry too and already regret poking fun at the little girl. Sure, I can handle it easily for more days but it’s kind of annoying to walk around with an empty stomach.

One of my best characteristics is that I become grumpy when I’m hungry. Yup, I said the best.

Anyway, even hours later we continue to be in the same city. Just in case, I did leave a few marks here and there and it doesn’t seem that we are moving in circles - hopefully.

The city is vast and no matter how many times I propel myself high into the sky, I can see no end to it, but hey, at least it makes the little girl laugh and scream with excitement.

And no, I won’t do it again, the view is not even that good.

Nope, I don’t know where the doggo is.

No, I don’t know if he would like you.

I’m hungry too, but hold on there, a few more monsters and another reward will be here.

Yes, it’s getting colder and darker.

I don’t know where Sophie is. Shouldn’t you be asking it a bit sooner? Maybe before asking where the doggo is?

But yes, the cloudy sky that didn’t change until now is getting darker and darker and with it the air becomes colder too, making me feel it even with my strengthened body.

After finishing off more rats that are in massive numbers nearby, both of us level up and I make her pick warm clothes.

 

Warm Clothes (Common): A bundle of basic yet durable clothing designed for cold weather. Provides protection against cold weather but possesses no enchantments or special abilities.

 

Right now the usefulness of identification is questionable but it’s something nice to have.

The clothes are simple but fit our figures, and I sent Isabella to one of the better-looking houses’ rooms so she could change.

Surprisingly, they alleviate some of the cold and we continue to move, feeling the cold air on our faces as I move over the rooftops, orbs continuously spinning around me.

Oh, and our rations are already gone, and for a new side quest?

Side quest: Kill 300 enemies

The reward is the same

But there is one thing that makes me hopeful that I’ll be able to meet others. Slowly, bit by bit, the houses start looking of higher quality builds. There is some glass here and there. More stones are used, and the roofs seem nice too.

Yes, it’s all still ruined and decaying but there is some change to it so I continue to run that way, having told others to do the same.

 



 

While sitting on the floor of one of the better-looking houses, I stare at the fire that crackles in the fireplace nearby.

The weather outside is not nice at all. Mist, a strong and cold wind continues to hit the windows of the house and make it shake slightly, creating noises through it all.

And in all of that, we sit in a small dusty but otherwise somewhat nice room, watching the flames flicker on the wooden floor and furniture that we threw in there.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - No, no one from our group met Lissandra or Ruby. We saw a Phase Warded redhead once, but she quickly lost interest after talking with us once. I think she introduced herself as Petra.

With that, it makes all the people from Hell difficulty. No one has met Lissandra or didn’t catch her interest at all.

There is also one interesting thing.

For all groups, the end of the world was the skill called [Dawn] used by Tristan who was taken over by the mind mage emperor and forced to sacrifice his life to power his skill with “Sword of Aeons”, dying after an hour or two.

In that hour or two, he wiped out most of the people living on the last livable continent of the world we were on.

Yes, it’s something that can be considered the end of the world and it seems like getting entangled with Lissandra did change stuff a little bit. What she did I’m sure was much stronger than [Dawn] even if it was powered by the strongest mana capacitor in the world.

The woman prepared everything, she absorbed all the mana she could, and she turned her own body, her own mind into a construct or something resembling it. It was all a beautiful show of strong will and resolution. It’s something I wouldn’t be able to do.

Even if I found out that I’m fake, I would continue to fight for my life. I’m sure of that.

Yet I can’t help but admire the woman, even when she killed Ruby because of her twisted logic. In the end, I feel only pity but also mockery of myself. They are only something like NPCs, and I’m here feeling… feeling something over their death.

Wouldn’t it be more logical just to go on a killing spree, trying to level up as much as I can?

They are fake, aren’t they?

“I’m hungry,” I hear again, but this time I give her the food I was saving for later. The little girl instantly noms on it while looking at me with a smile on her face.

“Thank you!”

Yes, yes, also now I’m worried about putting you together with Biscuit. Seeing how you act now and knowing that suspiciously smart dog, I’m sure he would have a bad influence on you.

“Do you think Soph is pretty?” An atomic bomb of a question comes flying, and for a moment I can only stare at the girl.

“Ehm? What?”

“Yeah, I think shorter hair did fit her better,” she continues.

What are you even going on about?

“Do you not remember me or Soph at all? Soph going to the same gym as you all the time, and long ago you even met me there waiting for her and you taught me to use the water dispenser thingy.

I can’t remember at all.

The girl disappointedly shakes her head while I think over it. I do realize that I tend not to care about people or useless stuff, quickly forgetting them, but I should remember at least a bit of it. I also didn’t remember Damon.

What comes to mind is that Sophie, while putting a construct on me, deleted some of my memories, probably not even knowing and by mistake.

As I think about it, cold sweat runs down my back, having nothing to do with the weather outside and the strong rain that runs along the streets.

There is one scary question that stays on my mind.

How much did she delete by messing with my mind? What did she take from me?

“You feel scary,” Isabella’s voice is quiet and pitiful as she says so, and I force myself to calm down while clenching my teeth.

I remember my mom and I remember my sister, these are the most important. I also remember my father but he’s long dead, and I’m happy that it is that way.

Everything else doesn’t matter that much.

I open the community and type.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Sset, how many family members or friends do I have? Or people that are important to me?

I’m sure she would know at least something and thankfully she is there.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - You have a mom and a sister, and I think they are both really important to you. No friend I can think of, no pet, no other family you are close to.

Slowly my beating heart calms down and murderous thoughts that flash through my mind calm down. 

I do realize that I might be missing some important memories, I do realize that. But I at least somewhat trust Tess, and what she says is the same as what my current memories are.

I breathe out, noticing that my breath is shaking.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Thank you.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - No problem, hang in there.

When the community turns off, I look back at the little girl that continues to look at me with big eyes.

She still seems not scared but disturbed, “You can’t hate Sophie,” her voice is so soft, so quiet.

And for that, I have no answer, so I don’t say anything.
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Chapter 106 - Most normal one


                How can you seem so cold even when you’re wearing warm clothes from the system? You have a powerful fire skill, can’t you use it to keep yourself warm?

Sigh.

I take off the warm jacket I got from the system and put it on the little girl. She looks at me the entire time with wide eyes.

“T-thank you.”

Yes, yes.

I also make a few orbs spin around, slightly altering their shape so they cut through the air more easily and don’t emit a whistling noise. I start converting their energy into thermal energy and carefully, gently release it into the surroundings, much like how a radiator emits heat.

The cold wind continues to blow outside and it’s become really dark, only the fireplace illuminates the room with its gently flickering and crackling flames.

As I do so, I continue to examine my restored arm, well, now my broken arm. Other than that, it seems fine. The skin covering it is pale and the arm is hairless, but it’s perfect. The circuit, mana flow, and even its strength are the same as my right arm.

All this only makes me feel more bitter that I’m not with Lily to repay her, but hey, Kim is somewhat reliable, and when we finally group up, I’ll make sure to repay her. Such a stupid girl. Who in their right mind sacrifices their arm for some odd-looking psychopathic guy?

Actually? Aren’t I the most normal one here? Even the dog is weird, with his suspicious mastery over mana and telepathy.

Damn it, if I’m the most normal one, the system might have a problem.

As for Lily, I’m sure she can restore her arm. Hell, I’m certain that restoring her own arm is much easier than restoring mine. Still, that doesn’t diminish what she did for me.

Silly girl.

Haaa, I’m bored.

“What are your skills?” I ask the little girl sitting across from me, only her head visible from under the jacket I gave her.

“Not telling!”

“I’ll tell the doggo to play with you a lot,” sorry Biscuit, I will sell you out because of my boredom.

“N-not telling!” This time there’s a bit more hesitation in her voice.

“He can even talk to you telepathically and you wouldn’t believe how fun it is to boop his snout,” I pause, “it’s surprisingly big and soft, yet when you boop it, it’s cold to the touch.”

“No!” she shouts.

I stop teasing her, feeling surprisingly slightly better, “I’ll tell you my skills in exchange if you promise to keep away from Sophie.” I can tell her about two of my skills that Sophie already knows, just giving her the names.

“I don’t believe you, you already lied about your level!”

Oh, that’s true! I recall my moment of victory over someone over 10 years younger, still somehow proud of myself.

Huhu. 

Wait a moment? “Did you know I lied?”

“Yes! That’s why I lied about what level Soph is.”

“…”

“…”

“…”

Did I just get tricked by this little brat? Was I totally played by her, basking in fake glory while she giggled deviously behind my back?

Somehow I can’t even get mad, I’m more amazed and… amused? Isn’t this brat more dangerous than Sophie?

And in 5 years she’ll be around 15 years old. A teenager sharpened inside the tutorial, and who knows at what level she’ll be, and how devious? Plus, swayed by hormones?

I sense a lot of danger, a lot of danger.

 



 

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Yes, as you said. This is your family situation and you remember it right. As far as I know, these were your feelings back on earth and there doesn’t seem to be any change.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Lol, noname, your childhood is so sad, I’m going to cry.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Obviously I don’t know everything, and you are not a person to share, but your behavior up until now seemed like you from Earth, maybe a bit more calculated and controlled, but that should be thanks to the skill.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - (food gone)

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Thanks.

I feel much better now after a long talk with Tess, she confirmed a lot of things and it doesn’t seem that anything important is missing. Maybe Sophie trying to make me not want to hurt her did mess with some memories of her?

That sounds somewhat probable, yet I can’t be sure and Tess can’t be sure either so I just use [Focus] to push my anger to the back of my mind.

Also, sorry, Biscuit, I know it’s hard to not eat these decaying monsters outside, but there’s nothing I can do now, so hang in there!

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Noname, I don’t know whether to pity your mom or make fun of her, lol.

You bastard.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - If I ever meet you I’ll fuck you up. Start praying now so I don’t meet you during the community tournament, if you’re even able to survive, you piece of shit.

Unable to do anything to him through the community, I turn it off and calm down slightly after seeing that it’s getting sunnier outside.

When is the community tournament even going to happen? Give it to me already.

As I stare out the window, I continue to mull over the last moments of Lissandra and the way she moved her mana to turn herself into a construct while absorbing even ambient mana and turning it into her own. A few ideas are already brewing in my mind, one of them being to use [Redistribution] to absorb ambient mana to copy her.

Hey, kinetic, thermal energy, seeing that the skill doesn’t specify further, it’s not that hard to imagine that I might be able to do it with more types of energy, it all lies in the effort I put in and my talent.

Yes, [Redistribution] relies on absorbing energy, holding it, and using it. It’s a perfect counter-skill.

BUT! What if I get to the point where I can redistribute mana? What if I get to the point where I can redistribute not only external mana but my own mana? Turning it into different kinds of energy. That’s one of the ideas.

Another idea is for a construct that would absorb external mana and turn it into my own. Both of these ideas seem terribly difficult, but hey, I’d better set some ambitious goals now than just aimlessly move around.

For now, I want to focus on creating a second construct instead of improving the first one. The reason being that if I improve the first one, I’ll have to deal with excess mana again, so yeah, a new construct to help me handle mana, to allow me to invest more stats into it until I get to the point where I can handle more of it.

For that, another triple or quadruple focus would be amazing. Or maybe some upgrade for [Mana Manipulation].

Damn it, even upgrading my class or getting a subclass could help.

I haven’t forgotten about my upgrade token, but I have plans for it and am worried that upgrading the class or upgrading the mana stat would spend it, I just don’t test it and save it for now. There’s something I need to take care of first before using it.

“What do you like?”

Huh, that’s a weird question out of nowhere. I turn back to the girl and sit down. While both parts of my [Focus] continue to train moving mana and to shape it, I look at her.

“I like to stay up late. When everyone is already sleeping and it’s really quiet outside.” I answer her honestly, and somehow I miss the feeling of being able to do that. The feeling of just laying in my bed and not wanting to go to sleep.

“That’s what old people do!”

Oi, listen here you brat!

“I like cute animals!” She says simply and looks at me as if expecting me to continue.

Haa, fine.

“I like to drink a glass of perfectly cold water during hot summer days.”

She giggles and nods as if agreeing with me, “I like when Sophie caresses my hair.”

“I like going to sleep after a shower and into freshly washed sheets.”

“I like my mom!” Isabella says, and I can’t help but feel some amusement over her childish energy and excitement. There’s something amazing about the simple innocence of little kids.

“I like my mom too,” I say in response and continue to listen to her chatter until the weather clears outside.

 



 

We get out, finding out that it’s already warmer now that it’s day. The monsters start appearing again, and I can feel their mana signatures all around us.

I also realize one thing: the monsters are getting stronger the better the houses around us look like.

Rats, Gargoyles, Alghouls. All of them are a tiny bit stronger than at the place where we appeared.

Then I feel a touch of mana on myself, someone probing me, sensing my signature. Only when another group of monsters starts moving towards us from the edge of my perception, do I realize that now the monsters able to locate us have started appearing as well.
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Chapter 107 - Dumber than Soph


                We burn the first group that reaches us. Even Isabella helps, as there are just so many of them. Tens of rats led by some weird, bipedal monster.

[Parasitic Wererat - lvl 76]

It’s not a named monster, but somehow it’s controlling all the rats and even using some probing skill, able to detect either our mana or our presence. Obviously, I kill it first, but the scanning still continues and one of the rats screeches, turning into a wererat.

[Parasitic Wererat - lvl 75]

I kill it again, and the same thing repeats. The decaying rat monster screeches and its body bulges. I feel a lot of mana as its body enlarges, the monster getting on two legs, and its face and tail lengthening.

[Parasitic Wererat - lvl 74]

I see how it is.

This time, I put more time into creating a mana orb, and then I throw it at the group. It enlarges into tendrils of mana coated in [Oscillation]. The wererat dies again, and plenty of monsters too, the remaining ones burned by Isabella’s flames. Hmm, there sure is room for improvement. Making an orb so it unfolds into oscillating tendrils of mana takes too long, and the skill doesn’t even damage that big an area.

Feeling a lot of presence from all around us, I jump high in the air while holding the little girl in my arms. I continue to absorb the kinetic energy of my orbs and propel us higher and higher, and then in the air, I continue to propel myself ahead and up to keep us in the air.

It’s janky, it’s difficult, and I’m barely able to do it while we continue to jump up and down and being propelled ahead and to the sides.

I let us fall on the roof while absorbing the kinetic energy of our fall, and multiple orbs shoot against a group of gargoyles flying at us. Some of them end up with destroyed wings and fall down, continuing to rush us on their feet, while others dodge and continue to charge.

I boost orbs orbiting around me and sling them again, this time aiming carefully and boosting them with a surge.

More of them die and a blue flame slithers around us, rushing at the gargoyles that are moving on their feet.

Then we move again, this time I jump from roof to roof, only using [Redistribution] to boost my strength and rush mana through my body, making it even stronger and faster on top of the new upgrade of [Redistribution].

Isabella lets out excited screaming noises as we continue to run at a speed that feels fast and exciting even to me, jumping from roof to roof.

One of the orbs turns into a small shield and blocks a projectile attack that flies at me, and I dodge to the side, avoiding another one.

[Disruption] fires up and cancels the attack that comes at me from the shadow of one of the chimneys. An attack reminding me of a weird tendril made of dark black mana. Three projectiles sling at the monster that I can’t see, but I can feel its presence and it dies, revealing a body that reminds me of a bat.

[Chameleon Bat - lvl 66]

And it doesn’t stop. There are more and more monsters coming at us from all sides and I constantly feel waves of mana that continue to track our presence. Another tendril made of black mana reaches me, but this time I’m too slow and end up with a deep cut on my leg, at the last moment moving my body a bit so it hits me instead of the little girl in my arms.

I absorb more energy and turn it into even more speed, feeling my body heating even more, the sweat already running down my back.

My breathing is rough, and I feel my head pulsating as I continue to use skill after skill.

Yet, there is no sign of my mana depleting. 

I use more of it, it rushes through my circuit, through my pathways, it fills my body making my mana heart beat wildly, so much that I can hear it in my ears. The world becomes quieter and quieter, only some noises passing to me and the colors totally drain off, just black and white with mana glowing beautifully.

I [Focus] and more mana enters my body, exits it, forms orbs around me, dozens of them spinning wildly while letting out noises that sound scary even to me.

I know that if I reach out my hand and get it in the way of the orbs, it will get obliterated, torn by orbs made of mana that are moving at terrifying speed.

I absorb all the energy at once, putting both of my focuses on handling it. I hold it, and I redistribute it.

The entire building in front of me explodes, torn apart by kinetic energy. The building disappears from top to ground along with the monsters on the roof and in front of it.

The force of my attack throws me backwards, threatening to splat me and Isabella against another house, but I absorb even that energy and immediately propel us up, avoiding another series of attacks.

Orbs appear around me again, and I feel the blood flowing from my nose. I feel it on my lips, I feel it on my chin as I absorb the energy once again and a brilliant yellow flame roars in front of me, burning another wave of monsters with ease, leaving cobblestones glowing from heat and the wooden houses burning.

I propel myself up and rush again, noticing that the girl is leaving some sort of trap behind us, traps that explode into the blue fire when monsters get closer.

And we continue to run, and I continue to ignore the monsters that are scanning me and detecting us, sending other monsters after us. Monsters that I can kill and make it much easier to run.

But hey, where is the fun in that?

Another wave of kinetic energy enters my body, and I [Focus] again.

 



 

[Lvl 77 > Lvl 79]

[Focus - lvl 28 > Focus - lvl 29]

[Redistribution - lvl 14 > Redistribution - lvl 16]

[Mana Surge - lvl 10 > Mana Surge - lvl 12]

Okay, maybe I need to be a bit less excited to fight next time?

I take another step with a groan, still a day, and Isabella on my chest held by my unbroken arm, while the left one just hangs along my body, bleeding. At this point, I might think that the system and the monster have some personal unresolved issues with my left arm.

My head is spinning slightly as I continue to jump from roof to roof, but now much slower and carefully.

I did end up killing their scouts, but it did cost me. Every step I take hurts and when I move mana through my body I feel my pathways burning and my hand continues to shake from how tired I am. Hunger is also back, even after finishing the side quest and eating and drinking all the food.

The new side quest is this.

Side quest: Kill 400 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

Look similar?

Yeah? Because it goddamn is! Only the number grew bigger. What the heck? How many monsters will I have to kill in a few days to get some food? Thousands?

Then there is also another side quest:

Side quest: 

Reach level 100

Get 3 skills over level 30

Rewards:

Skill upgrade token

So is this skill upgrade token different, allowing me to upgrade my already upgraded skills? Will completing this side quest allow me to upgrade my level 30 skills? Or is it just a normal skill upgrade token and I can´t upgrade already upgraded skills?

Currently, from my experience with the system, I think that to upgrade an already upgraded skill it needs to reach level 30. I can be wrong, obviously, but the system likes rounded numbers and I wasn’t able to upgrade them at level 20 something. Plus there is a side quest now, similar to the one I got so long time ago. That’s why I believe that I’m right.

I slow down and sit on the roof, letting the girl out of my arms. For a moment, I just rest while still keeping my [Perception] running. Just a little bit of rest.

“You are also dumb, maybe even dumber than Soph.” I hear from Isabella.

Here we go again, dissed by a 10-year-old.

“Just a few minutes and we can move again,” I say to her.

I filter out her words because I catch something with the edge of my perception. A mana signature, but this time it doesn’t feel like any of the rotted and decaying monsters, it feels like a human.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                     

Patreon is ahead by up to 30 chapters > Patreon

Discord still exists > Discord



                



Chapter 108 - The trio from Hard Difficulty


                There are three of them, two men and one woman, all of them around my age. I quickly identify them as people from Hard difficulty, the main reason being my inability to see their levels.

Well, either I can’t see them because they are also from the Tutorial, or their strength is at a similar level to that of Lissandra. Seeing them fight, I’m more inclined to believe that they are from the Hard difficulty.

They aren’t doing badly at all, and small groups of rats are dealt with by them. Yet, I can see that they are weaker than everyone from the Hell difficulty, even Isabella could probably take them on.

Still, I watch curiously, wanting to see the difference between Hell and Hard difficulty.

From the mana I feel from them or seeing their movement, it doesn’t seem to be that the stat points are the main difference. Their bodies, and their mana, seem to be on a similar level to some of the weaker people from our Group 4.

What differentiates them the most is their poor use of skills and mana.

How to say it? It feels super amateurish if I can say it that way. They rely on their skills to do the heavy lifting without trying to understand them properly or try to help them, expand them. So it ends up with them using them in a basic way.

One of the men is using spears he creates from ice, they don’t seem to be that strong but he can create them fairly quickly, replacing the broken ones while keeping rats away from them. Sometimes even throwing them. He also seems to be somewhat strengthening his body. But every time he does so he loses balance a bit, totally unable to properly control it.

The woman does something that stops monsters from using their skills or mana and then uses a bow to shoot them, creating projectiles out of her mana. The projectiles are weak and some of them even dissipate in the air before reaching their target. Her accuracy is terrible and she repositions every time monsters move even slightly closer to them.

The last one is the most interesting. He continues to watch and I feel he has something similar to my [Perception] with the difference that he doesn’t seem to be able to perceive mana.

But there is something that makes him super precious in my eyes.

The man uses some water-based attack. It takes a lot of mana from him, I can see and the total amount of his mana isn’t that big, but he creates small blasts that he calculatingly shoots at the monsters, hitting their eyes as he is predicting their movement.

Well, well, well, isn’t that great?

Wanting to make the best possible impression I continue to observe them from a distance, moving carefully so they do not notice me, only luring a bit more monsters towards them.

More and more rats rush them and the trio seems to slowly become more and more nervous at the sight of the neverending wave of monsters.

When I feel stronger ones moving towards them I dash against them, finishing them before they get into the range of their detection.

We don’t want some pesky Alghoul to hurt my water dispense… ehm ehm… hurt my future colleagues.

I will let them fight more and more rats until everything seems desperate and only then, at the last possible moment, and with mighty mana around his shoulder the man will appear.

Nathaniel Gwyn! The man, the myth, the legend!

Plus my slightly psychotic little sidekick girl with a brain messed up by her sister.

But now on a more serious note. I don’t trust people, especially not after seeing the way these three talked in the forum, making fun of the Hell difficulty.

So yes, I’ll show them a bit from it and then save them. I’ll give them a little chance and instead of just forcing them to work with me I will try to make them thankful to me.

And hey, if they refuse we can try it the old-school way. But I’d rather not, having someone able to create even a little bit of water could be the difference between life and death here, but I can´t let him know, he might become too cocky.

While keeping an eye on them I continue to scroll through the community, checking the history and their old messages. In all of them, they seem to act cocky and make fun of this difficulty, most likely being one of the strongest people from hard and expecting it to be the same here.

Seeing how much trouble they have with just a small group of Rottenfang Vermin - rats as I call them with love, I kinda guess that they will wake up pretty fast to the dangers of this difficulty.

Hell, they didn’t even get to fight Alghoul, Gargoyles, or Wererats.

Wanting to make a strong impression I start charging my mana and unlike my usual use, I do it more wastefully, letting a lot more of it leak from my body, wasted on something that might seem like a strong aura but to me is more like wasted mana.

Like a koala, Isabella already puts her small arms around my neck and clings to my chest, damn. That seems like the novice body pillow class is still on the menu.

I propel myself high in the air and then land in the middle of a group of monsters.

For a second they become surprised, the same as three humans but then my mana fires up even more, absorbing their kinetic energy and slowing them down to the stop, a monster with weaker mana than me and not that strong bodies unable to move and allowing me to absorb all of this energy.

I add it to the energy I absorbed before jumping here and then release it, obliterating almost the entire group of monsters, together with the wall of the nearby house.

The remaining ones get shot by projectiles made out of mana. This time I make them bigger, looking like arrows instead of my usual orbs, knowing that this will look more impressive.

Nice start! The trio is looking at me with big eyes, their bodies showing caution.

“Ciphermind, Frostfall, and Goldie?” I ask, saying their aliases from the forum.

Finally, realizing that I’m just another tutorial attendee they calm down slightly, but only slightly.

“Yes, and who are you?” the man that did use water-based attack asks but I feel him collecting mana in the palm of his hand.

“Noname, Hell Difficulty right from the start, this is Isabella, she is also from our Group 4.”

“Oh, the one who blew off his arm…” he cuts off.

Oi, what asshole is still spreading it around, even to rookies? Savant? I bet it’s Savant!

Whatever, we better hurry.

“Let’s leave first, stronger monsters always appear if you kill enough rats,” I say and it’s not even a lie. It always happens. Usually, Alghoul and Gargoyles appear and then if you deal even with them Chameleon bats and Wererats.

“S-stronger than this?” the guy that used weapons made out of ice asks nervously.

Is he dumb? Did he think this is all?

“Obviously they would be stronger, don´t forget where we are,” the man with water-based skill tells him impatiently, “you can call me Cipher, he can be Frost and she is Goldie,” he says, not using real names but the ones people use in the community.

Nearly everyone does that and people don’t give out their real names. Some of them like me for a reason that the system offered it, even while knowing our real names so there might be a reason for that.

“Follow me, then.” I start slowly running and they quickly join.

Huhu! I did pretty well, didn’t I? The first impression is always important! From their POV, I’m super strong and even saved their lives. Still, I don’t mind even if they only want to use me, I want to do the same.

Seeing that they are able to follow I speed up a bit more while continuously watching our surroundings and the people following me.

Their physical stats seem to be nice. Surely even higher than mine if I’m not using mana or [Redistribution] to strengthen my speed or strength.

So is the difference only in skills? I can’t wait to find out!

The system always was a mystery and other difficulties too. What floors are they getting, and what rewards? What are their levels, and how many groups do they have? And much more.

Finally reaching one of the higher buildings I open the door and enter, quickly closing it as they get inside. Isabella, as a few times before, creates a small orb of blue flame that hovers in the air and creates some light.

A bit more training and she will be able to use it to heat the room. All thanks to my mentorship and boredom!

So yeah, my portable heate… little girl gets off my hands and sits on the sketchy-looking chair that creaks under her and then I turn to my portable water dispen… man with water skill.

“Show me your skill,” I say, impatient and super curious. Hey, I did hold back for a pretty long time, right?

“What?” the man says and takes a step back, mana already swirling around the trio.

Uh? Did I say something wrong?
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Chapter 109 - Poker face


                Flames flare up around Isabella, the girl most likely acting on her own or under the influence of Sophie’s skill, assuming she’s in danger. Without any hesitation, the flames intensify to the point where we can feel the heat, and then she attacks the three newcomers.

My [Disruption] skill, boosted by a surge, activates, and her flames die off before reaching the trio. Then, before she has a chance to try it again, I smack the back of her head without saying anything.

The little girl looks at me with a hurt look on her tiny face, “I have to burn them, they tried to attack me!” she complains.

God damn it, Izzy. I don’t know if it’s funny or scary, it’s kind of hard to judge it properly while having my [Focus] continuously run in the background ever since the end of the second floor.

“They did not try to attack you, so calm down, okay?”

She pouts, looking somewhat cute while doing so, and without a word, she stops charging her mana. My [Disruption] activates again and it cancels out the tiny flames that flicker around, slowly burning the dusty furniture.

“Soo…” I stop after seeing their cautious faces and turn towards the girl who’s completely ignoring me. It’s all your fault!

“You want me to use my skill to get you water, that’s why you saved us.”

Oh! Finally someone at least slightly smart.

The man who named himself Cipher continues, “There were more monsters back then, did you…”

Ouch, maybe too smart. Poker face time!

“Looks like you did,” he says.

God damn it.

“How do you want me to trust you now?” he continues.

“We don’t have to trust each other. I just need you to create water for us, maybe your icy friend can make some ice we can melt too. In exchange, I’ll protect you.” I say.

“I know people like you, if we don’t agree you will beat us into submission.”

Is something wrong with my face? How did he get it so quickly? Some skill?

“Yes.” I just agree, and that gets a reaction from the icy man and the woman who named herself Goldie. Cipher, on the other hand, seems calm, much calmer than when he was dealing with monsters. Is he someone comfortable in such situations?

“My “icy” friend´s ice isn’t able to melt into water. It will only disappear into mana after a while. I’m the only one able to create water,” the look in his eyes is firm and he turns towards me, more confident than at the start.

“Continue,” I tell him.

“Just protection won’t be enough, I know how valuable my skill is, especially after some time passes. We saw the side quests too.”

Aren’t you a cheeky one?

“I want you to help us to level up and protect us, in exchange, I’ll create water for you.” he continues.

Hmm, that much is reasonable. I don’t like the way he talks as if he holds all the cards but there is no need to like him or be friends, I just need him to create water for me.

“Deal. Now water.” I throw a small bottle I got from the system at him and he catches it. For a moment, annoyance flashes across his face, and I quickly identify him as the proud type. Damn, from the way he looks I bet he would be stepping all over me if I seemed weaker. But he’s smart too, so he opens the bottle, and I feel mana move towards the tip of his finger. An amount of mana feels like half of his reserves, and in difficult patterns, the mana slowly turns into water that drips into the bottle. Of course, the skill is difficult for me to grasp, similar to how Lily’s skill was difficult. Dang it.

Cipher´s efficiency seems terrible, and I can see how difficult it is for him, but after half a minute, the small bottle is half full and he stops.

I realize that he didn’t spend his entire mana, probably to hide some of his skill, but I do not complain and grab the bottle from him.

Now then, how am I sure that it isn’t poisonous? That would be a dumb move from him now after they saw how dangerous it is here, also considering his skills, it might not be something he is able to do.

I can give the water to someone from their party to drink but I can’t do it all the time.

“Isabella?” I say while taking a small sip and then putting the bottle away.

“What?” the girl complains.

“If something happens to me, you can burn them, okay?”

She nods, a happier look on her face. It’s something I feel bad about asking from a child, but if they poison me or something, she would be safer alone than with them.

 



 

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Noname, are you here?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - yes, so you finally woke up, is everything fine?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - yes, StrongestOne is protecting me, it’s scary here.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - just stay close to him and get to me. After we meet again, I’ll take care of everything and keep you safe, okay?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - okay! <3

Please, don’t use such emoticons, people will misunderstand.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Noname, so cool, please protect me too!

Oi, listen here, you little shit.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - me too! Protect me, Noname, keep me safe!

Soph (Hell, group 4) - how is Izzy?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - omg I would blush so hard if he wrote it to me! Protect me too!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - take care of everything, take care of me!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - food!

I close the community, what a bunch of jerks, I’ll deal with them when given the chance. I turn to the trio and they avert their glances, Goldie even giggling under her nose.

Oh? You’re laughing at me?

For the next ten minutes, I let more vermin get to her and she has to work hard to deal with them all, sweat covering her forehead and her hands shaking as she continues to shoot at them from her bow with her weak mana projectiles.

Laugh now, you jerk.

After dealing with the Alghoul, I move to the group that is under the protection of the tiny girl who burns the stronger monsters before they get to them. Somehow, it’s kind of funny seeing how she complains to them that they are taking too long to deal with the monsters.

“We should move, it’s getting darker and there will be stronger monsters soon.”

I notice Cipher’s calculating look. The man is quieter than before, but his eyes continue to observe everything as if taking in all the information. I also notice that he is pretty often collecting mana in his eyes, and that makes me curious about his skill.

Yet, I decide not to push him about it and ask. We currently have a deal that helps both of us, so with my logic, there is no need to be exceedingly greedy and ruin it.

The building I find seems to be the most luxurious around, and I open the door, which creaks and thuds loudly as I close them after us. The wind has already started ramping up outside, and inside the house it’s dark, lit only by Isabella’s orbs that float around, generating a little bit of heat and some light.

As few times before, I get to sniffing around, looking for anything useful. Thanks to my curiosity, it’s something I really enjoy, opening drawers, and checking out the rooms. Inspecting all the stuff in hopes of finding something nice. It almost feels like a treasure hunt.

Rusty Sword (Common) - A weathered, dulled blade bearing the signs of time and neglect. Notably aged but still capable of holding an edge.

Disappointed, I throw the sword away and continue to look. One day I will surely find some legendary weapon! Totally.

The trio and the little girl already sit around the fireplace, feeding it with wooden furniture, the room only lit by the light from the cracking fire while the building continues to creak as we hear the strong wind hitting it.

I open another door and pause for a moment, feeling a weak hint of mana from inside of it. [Perception] encompasses the room a few times, and then I enter, carefully and wary of possible traps.

The mana comes from one of the drawers close to the bed in the corner of the room, and I create a tentacle made of mana that reaches towards it, slowly opening it.

Nothing happens.

I step a bit closer and there is a tiny crystal inside the drawer.

Mana Stone (Common) - A simple transparent crystal, nearly void of any visible power or energy. This common item once held magical energy, but now waits to be refilled.

Oh! With excitement, I grab the mana stone and start studying it. Sending my mana inside it. Even though the item is of common rarity, I’m excited. I saw what was possible with such stones back on the second floor. People turned them into stones able to heat a room. They were used to make things lighter temporarily, they are imbued into weapons to make them handle mana better.

My mind continues to study it, sending mana towards it while the world around me becomes quieter. My curiosity, my enjoyment of learning anything new related to mana, taking over.

Only after a long while, do I take my eyes off the stone that is now partially filled with my mana that slowly leaks out and dissipates into the air. Then I realize that hours have passed and I got lost in all of it.

A quick check tells me that only one of the people in the next room is awake, the rest of them sleeping, and I put the stone away.

Now then, it’s time to upgrade my construct and create the second one.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Shoutout to my fellow author on his recent release on Amazon. Please check the synopsis and click the link if you like it :)



Theo had been forced into a world gone mad.

To the inhabitants of Regil, it was no surprise that the downfall of man came at the hand of men. A curse so foul that one shuddered to imagine the blackened heart that stood at its inception, a sinner who made the innocent pay in blood and flesh for his greed.



Many have forgotten, but those old and wise enough to remember know that the curse would one day return with a vengeance. In this world near-devoid of hope… there was a remnant piece of Arcane Magicks engraved upon an unassuming stone in a [Facility] that had been abandoned for centuries. Upon it lay the cumulated wisdom of the last [Rune-Crafters], the final bastion of hope…



The only chance for salvation.



Link >>> https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0C9WCGYD6
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Chapter 110 - Heartbeats


                For one more time, I check our surroundings and the room next to the one I’m in, and then I close my eyes, focusing on the flow of my mana and my body as I sit down.

I cast a glance over the room again, taking in the sparse furniture and worn rug underfoot. It becomes quiet and I stop feeling the cold of the room as I delve deep into myself. Slowly, carefully, I reach out and start deeply inspecting the construct I made before. Now, after some time has passed, I realize even more how terrible and inefficient it is.

When I inspect the construct, I can’t help but see its shortcomings glaring back at me. It’s like I used a stone tool when a scalpel was needed, making it rough around the edges, the energy moving in jagged jerks rather than smooth waves.

The Reinforcement construct is sucking up around thirty percent of my mana and strengthening my body, amounting to what I would be able to do with 10% instead of 30%.

But hey, it’s not like I had a perfect situation while creating it.

Drawing inwards, I anchor my senses to the mana coursing through my veins. It’s a familiar sensation, a rippling wave of power beneath my skin. It’s not just energy, it’s a part of me - a soft, consistent hum, warm like a blanket.

I [Focus] and cautiously make changes to the web of pathways I had created. I examine my bones, into which I etched it, I observe how it flows and once again, with the help of [Mana Manipulation] and [Oscillation], I make changes.

I add a pathway here, and I change a turn there, slowly, carefully feeling my body and my mana while I do so, and the world outside becomes a distant memory. 

It’s like I’m sculpting a detailed statue out of a coarse block of stone, each chip revealing a new twist to the construct. The process isn’t smooth. I stumble and make errors, but each mistake helps me to improve. The pathways start to reflect my adjustments, a bit smoother here, a bit narrower there. 

Okay, this pathway should go away - I scratch it with [Oscillation], leaving deep wounds on my muscles and bones. It’s painful, it’s terribly painful and my mana flares up a few times as I remove the twisted pathway, but I endure it. My body will heal, the pain will disappear, so I [Focus].

I know that every drop of sweat, every gasp of pain, is just a milestone in a way to my goal. The process is painful but also somehow fun, it makes me feel good knowing that I’m improving something, that I am creating something that is mine and the result of all my testing, all my observations.

The result of my hard work.

After what feels like hours, I stop and with a satisfied feeling, check out my construct. The flow is better, the mana flows faster, and, to my current knowledge, it looks amazing.

I know I’ll find some mistakes as I improve, but right now, this is the best I can do and I’m happy with that.

The construct’s name didn’t change, even the effect didn’t change, only the efficiency improved. It’s still using nearly a third of my mana but instead of feeling like I’m actually using 10% to strengthen my body, it feels like a bit over 20%.

A little, but significant result.

Now then, the second construct, right? 

I take a short break, calming my breathing and excitedly beating heart. I calm my curiosity, I dim my impatience and for a minute, just focus on breathing slowly.

Breathe in.

Hold it.

Slow breath out.

Repeat.

I repeat the rhythmic cycle, allowing it to ground me, to anchor me to the present. The steady rhythm sets the pace for my thoughts, calming me. As I breathe, I visualize my goal, the second construct taking shape in my mind.

Finally, I enter an even deeper [Focus] and get to work, using all I learned from my testing, all I learned from watching Lissandra etch the pathways into her body and move her mana. I remembered all I could. I perceived all I could. Yet, I can’t understand it all, not yet. But, I’ll do what I can.

I reach out to my heart and extremely carefully start creating an intricate web of circuits around it. At first, I do not connect it to my mana, I just continue to use my skills and create this web, this construct around my heart while being more careful and focused than before.

While doing this, I realize how big of a mistake it was to pick the Dual Focus upgrade. I went against what the skill is intended for.

[Focus]

Instead of improving on it, I split it and weakened its effect instead of strengthening it. I do understand the system a bit better now and the skills as well. [Focus] should help me focus my mind on a single thing, to delve deeper, to understand more, yet I foolishly split it instead of strengthening it. It’s something I’ll have to deal with in the future, but now, I push it to the back of my mind and continue.

This time it takes me even longer and I take short pauses, rewinding what feels like distant memories from the end of the second floor but I get to the point where I pause, keeping the intricate web alive with my [Mana Manipulation] before activating it.

First, I connect it to a thin pathway and the construct slowly starts sipping on mana, activating, collecting it and gently shrinking and tying itself around my heart, partially merging with it.

Good.

Another pathway connects to it and while my Mana Heart beats, the construct moves too.

I connect the few final pathways and the heart beats strongly, sending vibrations through my body. Notification sounds.

 

Congratulations, you have created your second Construct. The name will be kept as such and it will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills. Well done!

Kinetic Mana Heart - a construct that leverages the rhythm of the heart to generate kinetic energy. Operating in sync with the mana heart, it doesn’t contribute to magic directly. Instead, with every heartbeat, it sends a surge of kinetic energy coursing through the user’s body.

 

Woah, isn’t that super good?

One heartbeat.

I feel kinetic energy enter my body in a similar way it does when I absorb it from my orbs. My excitement grows bigger.

Second heartbeat.

Even more energy is sent through my body, slowly filling the reservoir I can control.

Third heartbeat.

I observe the construct around my heart that uses another 30% of my mana to amplify the kinetic energy of my heartbeats and then sends this kinetic energy through my body.

Fourth heartbeat.

It’s beautiful. My heart still generates mana but now also with every heartbeat, I get kinetic energy I can use, not having to rely on external sources or my orbs.

Fifth heartbeat.

Oh, that’s quite a lot, isn’t it?

Sixth heartbeat.

Okay, that’s a lot of kinetic energy.

Seventh heartbeat.

The amount of kinetic energy I can control reaches the maximum and I grab hold of it. Eh? What now? I didn’t think that through.

Eighth heartbeat.

I groan, feeling the pressure of this energy coursing through my body. My heart, being closer to my left arm, sends more energy through it.

Ninth heartbeat.

This is the most kinetic energy I’ve ever held and I slowly move it to my left arm that is closer to my heart. Not again! I swear, if my left arm explodes again, I’ll be pissed off. What the hell is it even? Is my left arm cursed?

Tenth heartbeat.

I use all the energy I can with my upgrade of [Redistribution] to strengthen my endurance and the remaining energy explodes into front of me, destroying the wall in front of me and shaking the house. The roar of the outside wind hits the house even harder and I feel it on my skin. At the same moment, I hear the screams of the people from the room next to the one I’m in.

Oh, I totally forgot about them. Quickly, I check my arm that seems to be fine, thanks to my quick converting of some of the energy into endurance with Symbiotic Transference.

Huhu, not today!

One heartbeat.

The energy starts filling up again. God damn it, okay, it seems like testing can wait. Let’s turn off the construct first.

Second heartbeat.

Let’s turn off the construct.

Third heartbeat.

I said let’s turn off the construct.

Fourth heartbeat.

Fuck.

Fifth heartbeat.

Now I really start to panic. What did I mess up?

Sixth heartbeat.

I release all the kinetic energy through the hole in the wall and think.

“What the hell is happening?” someone from the trio screams from behind the door. I filter him out and it starts again.

First heartbeat.

Why on earth won’t it shut down?

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    The last chapter of the week! Thank you for reading, and have a nice weekend!

Also, a shout-out to my fellow author and his Amazon book. You might have heard about it, it is really popular here on RoyalRoad and it’s doing extremely well on Amazon. As always, I will give you a synopsis, and if it interests you, you can decide whether or not to check it out! :)

 

Alone. Surrounded by monsters. Armed only with his fists… Time to fight.

Jack Rust was a disillusioned biologist with a PhD—almost. When an extraterrestrial AI calling itself the System invaded Earth and thrust it into a world of aliens, magic, and violence, Jack hoped to at least get some magic himself.



Nope.



Even worse, the System spawned a forest dungeon around him and a goblin in his face…

Armed with nothing but his fists, Jack must grow strong enough to survive hordes of monsters. He needs to return to civilization and find out what the heck is going on. He might even get magic—or not. Surprising himself, Jack discovers that violence is fun.

In this battle-ridden new world, Jack finds the life he always dreamed about. He won’t just survive. He will thrive.

Link to amazon book>>> https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0BW9X6H59
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Chapter 111 - Victoria


                Once again, I release the kinetic energy before it builds up, and clashes against the wind outside. My heart continues to beat, building more and more kinetic energy. For the first time, I feel my mana reserves depleting. Really slowly but surely.

The construct works differently than I thought. It doesn’t only use 30% of my generated mana. Well, it does, but it also starts reaching for more as time passes. Currently around 35% of my mana?

Interesting. So, what did I screw up?

Forcing myself to calm down, I examine my construct and my heart, but I can’t find anything that should be stopping me from turning off the construct out of my mana flow. Is the mana heart much more delicate than I thought? Is it difficult to work around it and does it mess up my construct?

Another wave of kinetic energy explodes outside of the hole inside the room, and I ignore the roaring wind that blows into the room and hits my body strong enough to push it. The wind is just a distant sound in the back of my mind as I examine the mess I’ve made.

A few minutes pass and once again the construct ramps up, taking a bit more mana than intended. Now I have to release the energy every few beats and my massive mana pool depletes a bit more.

Will it turn off when I’m out of mana? Probably, but it could also be dangerous so let’s not allow that to happen. 

Maybe I can cut off the construct’s access to my mana… Oh, I can’t. It’s now closely hugging my heart, an intricate web of mana circuits that touches the surface of my heart and beats together with it.

Okay. Mistakes were made. Let’s calmly think over the solution. 

Using [Disruption] so close to my heart doesn’t sound like a good idea.

I can use an upgrade token for my [Mana Manipulation], but I would like to keep it as the last choice.

“…”

Okay, I have a genius idea! I’ll create another construct!

“…”

I’m not dumb, I swear! I’ll create a construct to control my construct. Easy, isn’t it?

Quickly, I dive in, and another web of intricate circuits starts to form around my heart.

More time passes, and now I have to release absorbed kinetic energy every two heartbeats, continuously shooting wave after wave of kinetic energy outside. The room I’m in is shaking.

Cautiously, and more carefully than before, I create small points, small dense points of circuits that I plaster to three places where my web of Kinetic mana heart connects to my mana pathways that feed it with mana. I blend them, taking some damage as I do so, as I’m not able to fully focus on everything.

After a long time, I once again feel like being on the first floor when I was unable to control my mana as it now once again thrashes my body, creating bruises, cuts, and pummeling my muscles all over. But I do not let it get in the way of what I have to do.

Both parts of my [Focus] work on creating and implementing my third construct and I start to have to release the kinetic energy after each heartbeat when I finally hear the notification.

 

Congratulations, you have created your third Construct. The name will be kept as such and it will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills. Well done!

Mana Regulator - A mana flow controller acting as an integral safeguard for the Kinetic Mana Heart and other constructs. It precisely manages mana transfer rates to prevent excessive energy build-up, maintaining a consistent and controlled energy output.

 

With my body shaking and sweat drenching my clothes, I quickly use the Mana Regulator to set the mana input to a minimum, and then silence ensues.

My heartbeat sounds quieter, there is no energy buildup and the construct does just what I wanted it to do. It’s a derivative of something I thought I built into the Kinetic Mana Heart construct, but it got messed up by my mana heart.

With a tired sigh, I lean back and lie with my back on the ground, my chest moving up and down, my breath ragged, and my body sending pulses of pain to me.

Hahaha. 

That was so royally dumb.

Hahaha. 

I feel a smile crawling on my lips, more amused by my screw-up than scared. And I feel so alive, even though my body screams in pain, my head is spinning, and I’m taking in every single sip of breath.

Let’s be more careful next time.

That was so goddamn dumb.

Hahaha.

 



 

I barely crawl back into the room with the fireplace while being on all fours and close the door behind myself, currently using a bit of mana to keep my body strengthened to help me endure my injuries.

I ignore the looks the trio and little girl give me and lay down, close to the fireplace, taking in some heat into my pummeled body. Only now I remember that I almost lost my left arm, again. It’s almost funny.

I look around once more and then sigh.

“Isabella, if you stay up for a night and keep an eye on them, I promise that I’ll get the doggo to play with you a lot.” I look towards her, and I really mean it, “If they try to attack you or me, you can burn them.” I add without any hesitation, being sure that they very well know how powerful the little girl’s flames are.

Isabella, probably feeling my honesty, smiles brightly at me and nods. Two small fire orbs form near her and slowly start to spin around the kid.

Only then do I close my eyes, too tired to stay up any longer, and fall asleep.

 



 

What wakes me up is small touches on my face and when I open my eyes, Isabella quickly jumps back, hiding something behind her back. Something that I identify as a small piece of charcoal from the fireplace.

Haaa. She did draw something on my face, didn’t she? But seeing how happy she seems to be and feeling that I owe her a bit, I decide not to clean it off my face.

God damn it.

“Thank you,” I say to the girl and ruffle her hair.

Right away, I realize how hungry and thirsty I am. My body still hurts and even the little mana I use moves slowly and painfully through my pathways.

Damn it, who knew that the most dangerous thing in the tutorial isn’t extroverts but my own dumbness? Won’t I get to kill myself faster than the tutorial can at this point? Too much mana, misused skills, my greed, my what can be called at best experiments on my own body?

I also don’t like how often I have to rely on other people after messing up.

I inspect my body once more. Okay, this will take a good day or two to calm down, and even then my body will be hurt, but I should be able to use my mana a little bit.

Feeling Cipher’s eyes on me, I turn to him and for a moment I do not avert my eyes, just look straight into his. I hope you are not getting any funny ideas. Even in the state I’m in, I can mess you up, all three of you.

His response is a small calculating smile and he moves closer, giving me a small bottle filled with water.

“I was able to create it while you were sleeping.”

Taking it from his hands, I slowly drink it while still looking at him. I know the man. He is calculating. He is someone who will step over you, who will bully you, and who will enjoy doing it.

But only if he judges he is stronger than you or that he has something he can use against you.

Obviously, he is not showing it, he may even think I don’t know it yet. But I’m sure, the man is a wolf that cares about himself only and attacks when he smells blood. But only if it will benefit him.

Smart, calculating, ruthless. Yet, somehow it feels more comfortable than the kindness others show me.

 



 

Flashback - Nathaniel Gwyn (10 years old)

A small boy with black hair and eyes of two different colors carefully opens the door and enters the room. He is in a small apartment that even though it’s clean is showing clear signs of being worn down. The apartment you would find in poorer parts of any small city.

“Vic, Victoria” he whispers and enters the room, being met with the firm gaze of a 15-year-old girl that sits behind the table, giving all of her attention to the book in front of her and notes she is taking.

“Nat, how many times did I tell you to knock?” she sighs and turns to the boy, knowing that she won’t be able to focus now that he is here.

“Do not call me Nat.” the boy complains, yet he still smiles. Even though acting annoyed, he seems to enjoy the small teasing of his sister. He jumps on the bed, “This is also my room so I don’t have to knock.”

The girl nods and turns around in her chair. The black hair is so similar in color to her brother, yet her behavior is more composed. A weird look for someone so young.

“I won everything I competed in today,” he says, his face smiling, happy to share it with his sister.

“Well, that’s not unexpected, you are talented when it comes to this, Nat.”

The boy shakes his head, “That’s not true, Vic. John is faster, Thomas is stronger, Ben is bigger, and Liam is much more talented.”

Slightly intrigued, his sister shows a bit more interest, “So how come you always win, Nathaniel?” She is examining him, honestly curious about his answer.

“Do not call me Nathaniel,” he complains automatically, not even realizing his mix-up and not noticing a small smirk on the face of his sister, “They are just lazy. They never train as hard as me, they don’t put so much work into it or practice after school. They…” he pauses looking for the right words.

“They don’t put enough effort into it?” the girl called Vic, or Victoria offers the answer.

The boy nods, this time a bit more seriously, “They are scared to get hurt, they don’t like to sweat while exercising, they always complain when their bodies are sore.” he pauses, “They’re weaker even when they’re stronger” he finishes.

            


Chapter 112 - Natives


                Oh boy, I swear I spend most of my time here complaining and trying not to lose my left arm. I look at the aforementioned arm; even days after restoring it, it remains pale up to the shoulder.

The light here isn’t exactly made for sunbathing and I’m wearing warm clothes, but I expected at least some hint of a tan? At least on my hand. Maybe it’s not as perfect as I thought it would be? Lily’s skill level might not be high enough, so the arm is pale because of this.

It’s a pretty mild aftereffect, I must say.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Grumpy, is everything fine?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Yes! Some food would be nice, but StrongestOne is doing what he can, even sharing it with me! So be nice to him the next time we meet.

Lily. Why are you even defending him now when he spent some time not even telling us that you are with him? Who knows what thoughts are going through his head. Silly girl.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Your arm?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - It’s growing nicely! Already close to the elbow. I might try to make it more muscular than the other one >:) I wonder if it’s possible?

The heck? Why would you… wait… that’s a pretty good idea, isn’t it?

Lily, are you maybe a genius?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - That’s smart! You should try that.

Maybe I can cut off my arm again and she will regrow it but stronger than before?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Noname, what the hell. Don’t mess up with young girls. Grumpy, you are pretty the way you are, don’t listen to this armless mana maniac.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - I bet he wants her to train to then regrow his limbs and make them stronger.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - lol, that sounds like him.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - food gone :(

What the heck Biscuit? When did you learn to use emoticons?

“Kitty man…” I hear a small voice next to me and with a sigh, I turn off the Community, turning to Isabella.

Yup, that’s me. The whiskers drawn with charcoal onto my cheeks are still on my face. I’m a kitty man.

Dang it, if Hadwin or Tess see me like this…

“Are you hungry?” I lower myself a bit, my body still complaining with every move I make. Isabella nods and I send her to Cipher to get water from him, it should at least help her a bit. I still need at least a few hours to be able to fight, at least somehow.

Sure, the trio and the girl could go and hunt without me but that would also be dangerous, to them - in case some stronger named monster appears and to me - in case some stronger monster finds me alone.

As always, nothing ever goes according to plan.

While we are sitting here and hiding, I continue to examine my new constructs using tiny bits of mana to do so. I do it while remembering the troubles it gave me.

Yet I’m still happy with the result, nothing good is for free, isn’t it? And some pain never stopped me before.

The most annoying part of this all is probably the fact that I have to sit there, unable to test it out. After all this effort I put in, all this theorizing and coming up with the structure in my head while remembering the end of the second floor.

Kinetic Mana Heart could become one of my strongest assets. Strengthening my heartbeats with my mana, absorbing kinetic energy from them - hopefully not stopping my heart - and then using it.

I can use the energy with Symbiotic Transference and boost my physical stats. I can shoot out kinetic energy. I can turn it into thermal energy. It all allows me to skip the annoying part of absorbing it from external sources.

Yup, it’s kind of a janky way, all messy and with a lot of steps that are here to cover my weaknesses but that’s how I roll.

Not even a few minutes have passed since Isabella went to Cipher and I feel a touch of perceiving mana on me and our group. Something I worried about and tried to counter by putting a small amount of disruptive mana into the room we are in. Yet they still found us.

Well, this is going to hurt.

I stagger and pause, leaning against the side of the house, my mana burning through my body even though I’m using so little of it. It makes me twitch every time I use a bit more of it and too quickly. The only good thing is that after running for a bit my body warmed up slightly and hurts a bit less than my circuits.

[Perception] encompasses our area and once again I guide our group and we continue to run through the streets.

“On this wall,” I say shortly to Isabella and point with my finger so her flames roar and burn the invisible monster on the wall - a Chameleon Bat.

A few rats get closer and The trio from Hard difficulty starts fighting them before Isabella joins them and they quickly dispose of the group.

I set up my Mana Regulator to 10 percent of my mana and my heart starts to send kinetic energy through my body with every beat.

First heartbeat.

I use the energy, transfer and strengthen my pummeled body.

Second heartbeat

I shoot a thin cone of kinetic energy.

[You have defeated a Chameleon Bat - lvl 49]

I absorb a few more beats and then create a tiny mana orb, immediately using the energy to boost it to dizzying speed. With a loud whistling noise the orb flies through the air and literally obliterates the head of one of the monsters.

[You have defeated a Wererat - lvl 71]

Immediately the perceiving touch on us disappears and I cut off mana going to my construct - Kinetic Mana Heart. [Perception] continues to scan our surroundings and feeling another mana signature I focus on the place more.

Oh, so that’s how it is.

I gesture to others and they quietly follow me, Isabella walking close to my side. Slowly, carefully we walk through the eerily empty city, only surrounded by the noises of our quiet steps on the cobbled streets and the soft wind that blows into us.

It’s hard to describe, but even just a city, without any monsters around, feels creepy. Rows after rows of empty buildings in a city too massive to make any sense to exist.

When we reach the place I pointed to, I boost my body with mana and with one kick destroy the locked door of one of the houses. My [Perception] continues to watch a weak presence under one of the floors while I stop right over it. Only Cipher is looking around curiously, some mana in his eyes as he looks around.

“This room is weird,” he says shortly, probably catching some details I can’t see. But it doesn’t matter, I don’t need to know much.

Slowly, carefully I create a sword made of mana, a bit paler than usual, and then I stab it into the floor, sending a bit of oscillating mana through the blade and cutting through a hinge hidden under the carpet.

A small door falls into the room under the floor and a few short screams sound from beneath us.

Human voices.

 



 

[Initiate Ranger - lvl 12]

[Storm Hunter - lvl 29]

[Disciple of Elements - lvl 34]

Man, a woman, and a level 12 girl that seems to be their daughter.

I step back watching as Cipher and Goldie deal with them. The man is careful, trying to get as much information as he can from them while carefully watching his behavior and his smart eyes seem as if trying to look right through them. Goldie is here, awkwardly trying to make some funny faces to make the girl stop sobbing and in the process calm down her parents.

After a while, when they are not getting anywhere, I just poke Isabella and nod towards the other girl, “Why don’t you try to make a friend with her?”

The girl, probably bored as well, just nods and runs there on her short legs while smiling brightly and immediately hugging the other girl who freezes, and then Isabella starts chirping away.

A bit more time passes and the girl and her parents calm down enough to give more information to Cipher who is asking the right questions.

They got split from their group because of monsters while they were scavenging around, checking the houses for useful stuff. 

They are careful not to tell us how big the group is or where it is, also asking us where we are from, to which Cipher without hesitation says that we are also in a similar situation, but already on our own for a few weeks, our group killed by Alghouls.

The lie is pretty believable and he lies easily. Yet, even though the parents didn’t notice it, I see some smile in his eyes, as if he is making fun of the people, laughing at their situation and their naivety.
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Chapter 113 - Rage


                Isabella comes closer, her eyes wide as she stays nearby while looking up at me.

“I spoke with Alie,” she begins, referring to the girl who still shyly glances towards us, “I told her about Biscuit.”

Ah, I see. The first conversation with a different civilization is about the gluttonous telepathic dog. Nice. Nothing to worry about.

“At first she didn’t understand what a doggo is, but then I described Biscuit to her a bit more,” she pauses dramatically for a second, ensuring I’m listening and with a serious look on her face, “Alie then became happy and… and,” another pause as if she still can’t comprehend it.

What then? I know it’s probably something super silly, but you are making me curious. Tell me already.

“She said that we can eat him!” she says, deep outrage clear in her voice, even jumping up a pitch.

Oh, that kind of makes sense. They must have a similar problem with food as we do, right? I wonder how they deal with it. This is the information we need to get from them first.

Also, I would like to see them try to eat Biscuit. The little beast is more dangerous than it seems.

“It’s fine, we won’t eat Biscuit,” I assure Isabella, who seems to have already given up on befriending the other girl.

I continue to listen to their conversation with Cipher. The man seems to be asking the right questions, so I don’t step in. Instead, I only listen to it while circulating mana through my body, bit by bit, and still carefully sending perceiving impulses to our surroundings.

“We should move quite soon,” I say out loud, just in case, and Cipher immediately nods, only to ask them if they have any hideout or know how to get back to their group.

They lie about the group, but they tell us about a hideout a few streets away. They are too scared to move there on their own because they see a few monsters around, so they hide here. But with us not giving them another chance, we start moving there.

While we walk through the streets, with Isabella and me probably being the calmest ones, I continue to scan for us, my skills most likely much better than those of their scout. Cipher still continues to ask carefully, avoiding some questions to not seem like someone who hasn’t lived here his entire life. But I wonder, does it really matter?

“How do you get your water?” I stop and turn to them, “How do you get your food?” I remind myself that they are most likely not real the same way people on the second floor weren’t real, no matter how real they seem.

The moment I ask them these questions, they fall silent and their eyes widen. They even take a few steps backward and, instead, start asking questions, surprised that we don’t know something that seems to be basic here. Well, it’s not like I didn’t expect that.

“Answer my question, or we will leave you here,” I interrupt their questions, and I send a strong pulse of mana into our surroundings, this time not for perception, but to make us easier to find. Like a glowing beacon pointing right at our position.

“You’re crazy,” Cipher says, and I see that his opinion of me has changed. He probably understands me better now. The man then turns to them and repeats my questions, holding them so they won’t run away.

“We get it from tunnels under the city! Food is mostly from sparrows and mice!” he blurts out, nervous and scared, shielding his daughter behind him. I think his name was Oliver?

“Okay, continue to the hideout. Isabella and I will take care of the monsters.”

“You’re weird,” the girl says to me after they leave.

Let’s just say that no one in hell difficulty is normal. Okay? Also, why did I do that? Am I that frustrated? Is [Focus] not working properly? Or am I just that dumb? There are so many different and better ways to get the information from them.

The monsters are getting closer and closer, Rottenfang Vermin, a lot of them, two Wererats, one Gargoyle. The group is pretty big, but not something impossible to deal with.

Why did I do that? Why am I getting so frustrated lately and continually slipping out of [Focus]?

Well, I’ll deal with that later. Now, there’s something else I have to do.

I release my Mana Regulator a bit and it starts sucking on 20% of my generated mana, and my heart starts beating even stronger, almost feeling as if it should send small shockwaves into our surroundings.

Five heartbeats and I release the energy in front of me, obliterating the group of vermin that I let come close.

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 19]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 23]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 31]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - lvl 29]

…

[Redistribution - lvl 17 > Redistribution - lvl 18]

[Lvl 80 > Lvl 81]

Oh nice, more mana, I guess. 

I step back and let Isabella release her flames. A blue flame melts the cobblestone in some places and sets wooden pieces of the houses around us ablaze. They coil around us, reminding me of a serpent that then hungrily attacks and burns the monsters surrounding us.

Vermin, Chameleon Bats, and weaker monsters get burned nearly immediately, sometimes not leaving anything behind.

I grab Isabella in my arms and use kinetic energy generated by my heart to propel us away quickly before the Gargoyle with glowing tattoos all over its body smashes into the ground.

Two perceiving touches of the Wererats reach me and they continue calling for more and more vermin to attack me while using some sort of mental attack that I get rid of by activating my mana more and entering deeper [Focus].

Blue flames roar once again, following the Gargoyle that continues to run, jump, and fly to avoid them, all in spectacular order, sending shockwaves into the surroundings from all the power it is using to strengthen its body. Flames melt and burn the monsters that get in the way, yet are still unable to catch the monster that now dashes at us and forces Isabella to create a bubble of flames around us, in an attempt to stop the monster.

A mistake that would have cost her life if it weren’t for me.

I send disruptive mana towards one side and jump out from her defensive flame shield and at the same moment, the Gargoyle passes through the opposite side, ignoring the flames brightly burning on its skin and smashing the place where we stood before.

A cone of kinetic energy hits its head, unfortunately only making it stagger backward with a terrible wound on its face. Then without any hesitation, it dashes right towards us.

I continue to push against the air, buildings, and streets to dodge its strong swiping attacks that partially destroy houses, crack the ground, and obliterate a few vermin that are dumb enough to get close.

Another surge of flames comes out of the little girl’s hand, this time weaker than before, her reserves already dwindling. The monster dodges them easily only to be hit by my dark yellow flame, its strength still weaker than Isabella’s.

Detecting presences from behind, I turn around, my flames burning two Chameleon Bats sneaking up on us, giving the Gargoyle time to move closer only to miss us as I use kinetic energy to push against the monster, propelling us away and slowing down the monster.

It charges again, and I reach out, absorbing its kinetic energy to slow it down before dashing away once again.

Then I make a mistake, a small silly mistake.

As I jump away, mana slips out of my control because of a sharp pain hitting my side, the aftereffect of creating my construct, and my weakened body staggers, for a moment not strengthened by mana. The Gargoyle reaches us in that short moment, its massive hand swinging right at the center of my balance, the place where Isabella is.

A kid. Small, young, innocent kid.

Damn, this is going to hurt, isn’t it?

I throw Isabella away from me, even using some energy to gently push her with my kinetic energy. Still, she screams as she rolls on the ground, probably gaining plenty of bruises.

My eyes stay focused on center of the balance of the Gargoyle and with my peripheral vision, I see the fist moving closer and closer, barely having time to reach with [Redistribution] to absorb some of this energy and to boost my endurance through Symbiotic transference.

My body screams in pain even before the fist hits me, throwing me against the side wall of a house, a few of my ribs surely cracked.

But instead of pain, something else goes through my mind as I get back on my feet.

Rage.

A wild rage that is kept at bayby [Focus] since the end of the second floor. My feeling of powerlessness during the last moments of Ruby and the second floor, rage at Sophie for deleting who knows what memories of mine, rage at the system that always feels like messing with us.

Rage at this damn monster that continues to attack me like it’s some hot stuff. And rage at me for making so many mistakes and hurting my body because of my impatience.

So, I let go, and [Focus], which keeps running almost permanently, always being fed by some mana to help me concentrate and forget useless stuff, weakens. I don’t completely turn it off; I just slightly weaken its hold on my emotions, loosening some of my logical thinking.

The monster dashes again, while a few rats already attack Isabella, and wererats continuously call for more monsters while keeping their disgusting probing on me.

This time I do not dodge and face the gargoyle.

A third of my mana should be fine, right? I change the setting of Mana regulator and my heart thumps wildly as my eyes sharply follow the gargoyle.

You are so dead.
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Chapter 114 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion


                First heartbeat.

Armor made of mana appears on my body. As always it’s super simple and not very intricate.

Second heartbeat.

The Gargoyle reaches me and I use all this kinetic energy to strengthen my body, but this time not only my endurance but also my speed while my head rings and my body continues to complain.

Before the fist reaches me, I grab it and, using the energy of the monster’s swing, I throw it over my shoulder, against the wall of the house. The monster is sent flying through the wall and into the room. Without even turning around, two cones of absorbed kinetic energy shoot behind me, obliterating two invisible monsters sneaking up on Isabella.

Another heartbeat and I dash inside the room, punching the gargoyle right in its face, making it stagger backwards before dodging under its swing and hitting the bottom of its chin. Then I use the force of its attack to throw it on the ground, stepping on its neck.

What now you asshole? Did you have fun?

Mana explodes from the gargoyle and I get pushed away, crashing through the wall and as I stand up, the monster is already in front of me, throwing another hit at me.

I watch its stance, its shoulder, and its movement, and more mana and kinetic energy flow through my body and this time I do not dodge, I slightly shift my body, letting the monster hit my strengthened arm, only so I can follow with my knee burrowing into its chest, throwing it against the wall.

Then I dash against it and boost my strength, hitting the middle of its face and sending it crashing through the house, and back on the streets.

I absorb the kinetic energy from the falling house and use it to strengthen my body even further, again reaching the gargoyle and I burrow my feet into the ground, twist my body, and with as much strength I can muster, kick the Gargoyle that crashes deep inside another house.

I ignore the screams of my logical mind and my body in pain.

Sword? Oscillation? Disruption?

That wouldn’t feel so satisfying. I need to move my body, I need to feel my fist hitting something. I need to vent and tear this guy apart.

I lift two stones as big as my fist and throw them towards where I feel these annoying probing touches, only to boost them with a massive amount of kinetic energy. Two stones fly as a rocket and in a split second, both of them reach their target. Two notifications later, and the disgusting touches on my presence disappear.

The gargoyle is back once again and this time I reach out and [Redistribution] explodes at full power, slowing the monster to a crawl, and at the same time, I release that same energy inside my body, strengthening it, boosting my speed, increasing my endurance so it won’t break apart.

One quick step and my fist hit its chest and before it’s thrown crashing into another house, I grab its arm and pull. The monster flies away and the arm stays in my hand.

This time I get to the monster and before it reacts, I swing with its arm in my hand against its head, sending it staggering backwards before another hit smashes its skull, denting it inside. I let go of the arm and using the power of my body hit its head, literally tearing it from its neck and sending it flying away.

[You have defeated the Battle Gargoyle- lvl 99]

Okay, quickly back to 5% of Mana Regulator and continue to use all this absorbed energy to keep my body strengthened, I don’t even want to know what will happen if it stops increasing my endurance.

Hmm, let’s rather increase it to 10%.

Damn, that was dumb. So goddamn dumb. Extremely dumb. But it felt so good. I finally feel like I let go of some steam building inside me. Now I need to continue to use kinetic energy to keep my body stronger until it heals or until I find Lily. Let’s also ignore the burning mana circuit, yup. Easy.

Totally worth it.

“Are you fine?” I ask while inspecting Isabella and she nods, scratched with some bruises from the fall but otherwise uninjured, only maybe slightly light-headed because of mana usage.

I keep forgetting that other people’s mana pools are usually much smaller than mine. Most of them put much fewer stat points into the stat.

Actually, if I think about it, isn’t it possible that Isabella’s strength stat is much higher than my base one? Dang it, this is more than possible. I’m also totally sure of that. Yet, something stops me from asking. I don’t want to know for sure.

I want to continue to tell myself that it doesn’t have to be so, a 10-year-old girl’s strength is more than mine. If I ever lose my mana I’ll get wrecked. Obliterated.

Maybe even by Lily?

Okay, let’s focus a bit more on developing techniques that will allow me to endure skills that would block my mana or make it unusable.

“You don’t seem fine.” the strong little girl says.

“I’m fine.” Little kids shouldn’t be worried about such stuff. Yet I know that she probably felt my lie, her skill allowing her to do so and me still unable to track it.

Thankfully she doesn’t say anything and for a few minutes, we just sit there, surrounded by destroyed houses and the corpses of the monsters. We sit there while I, with my eyes closed, try to catch my breath and push the pain to the back of my mind.

Am I that untalented when it comes to skills that would help me regenerate my body or heal it? I think as I continue to try, remembering the feeling of Lily’s warm mana and its movement and even try to copy Hadwin’s weaker self-healing skill.

Yet there are no results, none at all. In the same way, I can’t use Tess’s skill or Sophie’s skill, I can’t even boost my healing.

My theory is that it’s something very difficult to do and maybe it’s something I’m not good at. In the same way, it’s impossible for others to learn as many skills as me and use them so quickly. Our talents are just different.

But I’ll get there, I won’t stop until a regenerative skill lands in my hands! I already missed out on a few passive skills that would slightly boost my regeneration. For some weird reason. I don’t even know why.

What dumbass would pick skills to improve their mana, heh.

Adaptive Physiology, I miss you. I even miss the traits I was offered, Regenerative Tissue, Adaptive Resistance, and always, there is always only one person to blame.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - BenDover? I’ll fuck you up if we meet in the tournament.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - What? I didn’t even say anything. Fuck off.

I close the community again, feeling slightly better.

 



 

The story goes like this. Once, tens, maybe hundreds of years ago, a beautiful kingdom existed. Not unlike the kingdom or empire from the second floor. A kingdom full of gifted people. Mages, warriors, healers, they were everywhere. 

Kingdom full of wonders. Beautiful buildings, tools powered by mana, healers able to restore limbs.

Oliver, his wife, and his kid don’t know what happened - in the end, they live far from the center of the city where most of the knowledge is, but they know something happened. Something bad.

Something that created Decay. The variant of mana that takes over the monsters and sometimes even people only to make them seemingly undead, dangerous, mutate them, and twist their being.

Billions of people died to it, unable to fight Decay and getting infected. Just a simple exposure for a long enough time could be dangerous, just having too weak mana would get you infected. So billions of people got infected, farmers, workers, and most of the people that didn’t handle mana got infected first, totally ruining the food supply and sending panic through the continent.

And slowly the Decay grew in power, after a few months infecting even people that used to be able to fight with mana.

So under the iron rule of the king, they collected all the uninfected people and grouped around him, his three warriors, and the Saint. The saint created a field that covers a huge area and doesn’t allow Decay to infect people within that and that’s where the city started. 

Years passed and every single human still alive that got this information moved to this city that expanded well beyond its intended size.

We are currently in the outskirts of it, slums if you will, where the most unlucky collect, and the deeper you go into the city and closer to the saint and the last king the safer it is.

But not everything is okay, tens of years, and generations passed and even the center of the city has to deal with Decay that even changed the weather. There is no rain, food is scarce and the monsters are moving closer and closer, either through weakening the field made by the Saint or the Decay getting stronger.

On the outskirts, no one knows what’s happening deep in the city, but it seems that the stronger monsters are able to push even deeper than where we currently are and there is no leadership, no help coming anymore, not for years.

Everyone left on their own in this dying world.

The last city on the planet.

Saint’s Eternal Bastion.

            


Chapter 115 - Don’t worry


                POV Aaron Dalton

Damn, why me? Why did I have to end up with these two psychos? Once again, I have to watch as Tess and Sophie stand against each other, their mana flaring ominously.

“It has nothing to do with logic. People don’t think logically in situations like this. It’s you and him that are not normal!” Sophie screams at Tess.

Their confrontation scares me. Tess is terrifyingly powerful, and Sophie is too. But maybe it’s good if they talk this out like this?

“You don’t need to worry. If he said he will protect her, he will do it,” Tess answers calmly.

Sophie paces nervously, “Look, Tess, I know you understand him better than me. I realize that, but I just can’t… She’s my sister. She won’t even join the community. How do I know she is fine? I only have his word.”

“Yes, but there’s nothing you can do. So bursts of emotions like this won’t help you much.”

I feel pressure on my mind as Sophie turns to Tess, her eyes deep as the ocean.

“If you try something on my mind, I’ll… I’ll react appropriately,” Tess smiles, remaining calm even under Sophie’s disturbing glare. “We don’t have to fight, Sophie. It won’t help me, it won’t help you, and it surely won’t help your sister.”

Tess finally stands up and takes a few short steps towards the other young woman. Both of them stand against each other, their mana forcing me to take a few steps back and making the house creak.

“Think about this: let’s say you’re able to control me, what do you think he would do if you finally meet without me being there, or if he finds something in my mind?”

Tess steps even closer, her face almost touching Sophie’s.

“You don’t realize how lucky you are. I know what you did to him, to his mind back on the first floor. Sophie, you don’t know how much he values his own mind, his freedom. At the moment, only your current or maybe future usefulness keeps you alive,” her voice drops to a whisper, “But don’t worry, Nathaniel and I have a deal, we work together. So Sophie, work with me too, work with him. We don’t have to fight.”

Finally, Sophie pushes the blonde away, and despite having a much higher physical stat, Tess allows herself to be pushed back.

“I like you, Sophie, I do. So I’ll help you a bit and I’ll put in a good word for you. So don’t worry, okay? You and your sister will both be safe.”

Throughout this entire time, Tess seems like the one with the ability to manipulate others.

The most amazing fact is that Sophie knows it. She knows that Tess is saying the words she thinks Sophie needs to hear. Yet, even when Tess simply says what she thinks we want to hear, Sophie and I can’t help but be moved by her words.

She’s scary.

 







 

Do I have to put more stats into my constitution? The inferior stat that pales in comparison to glorious mana? Probably. It’s the right thing to do, the smart thing to do. Yet all the stat points from the level up went into mana.

Must be a bug or something. I blame the system.

Anyway, I’ll endure it. It hurts, it’s risky, but I trust in myself and my decisions. To become stronger in the future, I will risk it now. I gave it some thought, and part of me is worried about what awaits us on the later floors, especially back on Earth.

If every other tutorial is the same as ours, it means that 4 tutorials have already ended and these people are most likely back on Earth. People who also went through Hell Difficulty.

I was given an opportunity and something that finally made me feel some sort of excitement and need, so I won’t go through all of this only to find out that I didn’t put enough effort into it and get stepped over by someone else from Hell difficulty tutorial.

Yet, I wonder, what made me think that mana is the way? Was it my fascination with it, this weird force that I can control with my mind? Was it the feeling of its strength flowing through my body and seeing what is possible with it?

Partially? There is also some logic I follow. Mana is used to activate and feed skills. It can be used to strengthen the body, burn things, manipulate people, or levitate things. Everything relies on mana.

So isn’t having a lot of mana and skills the best combination?

Yes, I could go for a more physical stats-oriented build, and I’m sure I would excel there, as I’m talented when it comes to moving my body. Not the most talented, I never was, but I always went a step further than others, and always pushed harder. But, I hate to say it, it never made me as happy as I thought it would and right now, even in the terrible situations we are going through, I feel real.

I feel like everything I do matters.

Okay?

Okay.

Let’s keep it up.

I stand up, continuously strengthening my body by transforming the kinetic energy of my heart into endurance. A few minutes ago, I made the mistake of stopping, and I almost lost consciousness.

Oh, and I also fell to the ground. It can’t be the fault of my stats, right?

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty:Hell

Floor:3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return:4y 270d 21h 03m 31s

Traits (1/3):Mana Circuit (Passive)



Lvl 82

Strength: 24

Dexterity: 22

Constitution: 72

Mana: 251



[Primary Class:Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Lvl 29

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 29

Perception - Lvl 23

Oscillation - Lvl 20

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 19

Armament - Lvl 23

Mana Surge - Lvl 12

Disruption - Lvl 13



Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)



Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)



[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]



Unsurprisingly, even my other stats grow even though I’m not investing stat points into them. A tiny bit, but it’s something, right?

My constitution is growing because of all the pressure I put on it. Strength and dexterity, too, as they are trying to catch up to me almost permanently strengthening my body with mana. It’s not significant, just a stat point here and there, but hey, it’s free.

I let out a yawn and lean against the wall. All of us are currently in an underground room, and its walls are imbued with some weird material that blocks the perception of mana from wererats on the outside.

Even I wasn’t able to find it. Only Cipher opening the door allowed me to find them and join them, along with Isabella.

As for the little girl, she’s already asleep, sitting on the ground nearby. I’m jealous, I want to sleep too, but I can’t because that would mean no strengthening of my body, which equals a lot of pain. So yup, looks like I’ll have to stay awake for a few more days.

“What?” I ask Cipher, who just continues to look towards me the entire time we are in.

He and his group are sitting close to each other, and the opposite of them sits the family of natives from this floor. They seem to be calmer now, but still far from being friendly or trusting.

The room we are in is quite cold and underground, heated by the thermal energy that I release into the room deep under the ground.

“Why would you do that?” Cipher finally asks.

Oh, so that’s what’s bothering you. You don’t like that you don’t understand me properly, right? I can see that it pisses you off, no matter how hard you try to hide it from me. Even though I like to stay on my own, I’m pretty good at reading people’s faces.

Something I had to learn as a kid or get beaten. Good old times, right?

I don’t answer him and just close my eyes and filter them out while continuing to send heat into the room and keeping my body strengthened. My eyes land on the small body of a little girl sleeping and laying with her back against the cold wall.

Ha, little kids shouldn’t go through this.

I change the way I release the heat to start releasing it only from one side and a bit further away from me, and move closer to Isabella, pulling her away from the wall and letting her lean against me.

I send some gentle heat towards her small body and notice that she relaxes in her sleep, not waking up at all during my actions. Only then do I remember that I had her guard me during the night while I slept. Her, a small 10-year-old girl. At that time, the thought of her age didn’t even cross my mind.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Isabella is sleeping. Don’t worry, she is fine and I will take care of her.

I answer Sophie in the community and lean back with a sigh.

Being alone is simpler, isn’t it?
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Chapter 116 - Rumor


                “So, my best friend Samantha did go play outside without me. Even Elie was there and they didn’t even call me! They also took Elie’s cute cat with them, I always wanted to see it!”

“Wow, that isn’t very nice of them.”

“Right? I didn’t even see Elie’s cat because we all got to Hell.”

“Wow, that sucks… that’s too bad.” I react automatically and little Isabella continues to talk and talk while I answer her once in a while.

Help. 

Help me.

“I’ll tell Doggo to play with you if you stay quiet for a while. Maybe practice your skills a bit or something.”

“Oh, okay! That’s already 9 times you have to tell Doggo to play with me!” Isabella chirps happily.

You’re counting that?! 

Also, please forgive me Biscuit, it’s all for the greater good. My good.

I look at Isabella, little devil, she isn’t doing it on purpose, right? It can’t be.

“Nathaniel,” I lift up my head to look at Cipher who comes closer, mana focused in his eyes as he looks at me, “Can I talk with you? It’s important.”

Hmm, let’s see what he wants, “Go ahead.”

“I need you to help me level more, I want to improve my skill so I can create more water.”

Huh, it’s kind of logical, but somehow I don’t like the way he says it. He’s right, but somehow it feels like he came to me already knowing how I will answer as if it’s only a formality for him and I’m a tool for him to reach his goals.

Quite cheeky these people from Hard Difficulty, aren’t they?

In answer, I just nod, pushing my annoyance to the back of my mind with the help of [Focus]. He leaves to join his group and I notice Isabella looking at me with her big eyes.

“I don’t think it’s good if you push all the emotions away,” she says quietly.

What would you know? People are stupid, annoying, arrogant, and sometimes too dumb or smart for their own good. To deal with them, to increase my chance of survival I have to push some emotions away. So isn’t it better to think logically? To not get swayed by useless feelings?

[Focus] is great for that and close to level 30 I’m slowly being able to isolate certain feelings. I also run it continuously, worried that the situation with the gargoyle will repeat or useless emotions will appear again.

Yes, I’m a coward.

I ruffle her hair, “Don’t worry about it, just practice, okay?” I stand up, my kinetic mana heart still sending energy through my body that I use to ignore my wounds and I join the natives we met and Cipher, Freeze, and Goldie.

“So how can we catch these sparrows you guys here eat? And what about water?” Cipher is asking natives about sparrows they mentioned when we asked them about food.

“Sparrows are really hard to catch, they are fast and can ignore some magic. We have special traps for them, but only in bigger groups, we got split from. Water can be collected from temporal springs in the tunnels under the city,” he stops, looking around for a moment, “They are hard to find and no one knows the exact timing or place.”

Only now I notice how thin all three of them are. But there is nothing we can do. The food we have is almost nonexistent and the water Cipher can create is quite limited his skill is quite difficult and I don’t think I’ll be able to replicate it anytime soon.

On the second floor, I saw Lissandra connecting to Ruby’s skill, powering it and using it. But that’s not something current me is able to do. Somehow it is even more difficult than learning the skill from scratch.

With my [Perception] I feel Isabella messing up her skill and the blue ball of flame that hovers in front of her is about to explode, again.

With a sigh, I send a wave of disrupting mana towards her, dissipating her skill and stopping the explosion that would most likely kill the natives and maybe some people from hard difficulty.

“Sorry!” she says cheerily.

“So you have no maps and don’t even know where your group is?” Cipher continues after a while, probably not even realizing what happened, only surprised by Isabella apologizing.

“It’s hard to find them, everyone is hiding.” this time it’s the woman who says, “If monsters detect you you need to run away. If you kill the monsters you can only kill 10 at most or more of them will start appearing. And never leave a house during the night, there are even stronger monsters lurking around.

Oh? Finally some new information. Should I have a nice nighttime walk sometime?

“So how did you find the hideout if you don’t know where you even are?” there is some hostility in his voice as he says so.

“There are marks! Hideouts are all over the city, you just need to find a mark that will lead you to one. There are hundreds, thousands of them!” the man quickly says.

He then starts showing us what kind of marks we need to follow and what they mean and I make sure to memorize it all, even calling Isabella here and having him repeat it.

The entire time he feels honest and even the little girl confirms it to me a bit later.

He also tells us the most interesting thing. A rumor. The closer you are to the center of the city, the stronger the monsters are, but also your healing speed is sped up to the point that there are rumors that people in the middle of the city are immortal.

 







 

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) -Yes, food is and will be a problem.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) -We met a few natives and it looks like they need much less food and water than we do. One of our members thinks it’s because through the years their bodies adapted, maybe with the help of the field that covers the city.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - But what kind of skill or enchantment could be able to cover an entire city? We ran for hours and there is still no end to it.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - I’m sure I’ve traveled over 100 miles since I got here, yet the city still goes on.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -The hell, that’s insane.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - There could be some weird magic at work, sensory confusion, some sort of space magic - I wouldn’t be surprised if something like this did exist.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Did anyone leave the houses at night? I heard there are some strong monsters lurking around.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Yes, your sister is safe, do not spam the chat.

Soph (Hell, group 4) -Oh

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Only one question mark monsters. There are a few named ones one question mark in between them. Do you still put everything into mana?

Noname (Hell, group 4) -What do you think?

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Heh

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

Oh, you found some food? Good job, Biscuit!

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) -Noname, we are passing by some area that is covered in toxic mist. If you pass by it try to look around, we will leave some marks.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Understood, will do the same.

 







 

“So what’s the level of your skill?” I ask Cipher directly and I can immediately see that he doesn’t like the question. But it’s not like he has reason to keep it for himself in this context.

He requires my help and he knows I will help as I’m someone who thinks about this kind of stuff logically.

“Level 11,” he says in the end and his group looks at him with surprise.

“Already level 11? Wow, that’s really high, isn’t it?” a woman called Goldie says.

“Way to go!” another man adds. All while I just look at them with a big feeling of surprise.

That’s it? Level 11 and they are surprised?

“Yeah, I did work pretty hard on it,” Cipher smiles, seemingly proud of his skill.

Hmm, is it as I thought? The biggest difference between Hell and Hard difficulty people will be in their skill levels and experience?

“And level?” This time he pauses for even longer so I add, “I need to know how much mana you can have so you can use your skill more.” I add, knowing that the way he is trying to act now doesn’t allow him to keep it for himself.

The man trapped himself by asking me for help.

“60,” he says shortly.

The heck? How is he that weak with so many stats? I was stronger than him at around level 10-20? Is it the difference in difficulty?

“What is your level?” he asks in exchange and I notice the curious looks both of his partners give me.

“Not telling,” I say shortly, feeling some amusement in the looks they give me.

My attention is brought to the three natives we met. Taking care of them will be annoying but they also possess some useful information so it’s not like I can ditch them before they show us how to hunt for food or how to find water.

“Can you deal with the three of them?” I turn to Cipher and the man nods.

Let’s do what I do best and dump the annoying responsibilities on other people.
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Chapter 117 - Sparrow


                “So, your first floor was to survive in the forest for one month, but there was no deadly rain, no nights without the sun, and in the end, you only had to fight against groups of strong monsters or continue to run away from them.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

Damn it, isn’t it more like easy difficulty?

“And the second floor?”

“A mana-infused kingdom and the floor quest was to witness the destruction of the capital. It was really terrifying. They called him Paragon, and he totally destroyed it in a few minutes, a city with probably millions of people” this time it’s Goldie who says it, a young woman with blonde hair.

Oh? So they even nerfed paragons? And what the heck? They call this Hard? 

Then one option hits me. Is it possible that people in our difficulty were nerfed as well? Did they weaken Lissandra, the Champions, Paragons, and the emperor? 

That… is a scary thought.

Taking a moment, I send perceiving mana as far as I can and when I don’t detect anything other than vermin, I decide to stay here a bit longer and hunt.

My way of going about leveling Cipher and his skill is to force him to use it and to fight the monsters on his own while I help only when really needed to not take experience from him. Yes, that also makes him unable to create water for us as he continues to spend his mana but if he levels up the skill, it should be worth it.

An interesting thing is the way the trio of Natives looks at him as he uses water to fight the monsters. Their eyes are big and excitement is clearly visible in their sporadic movement and their voices as they talk between themselves. Cipher noticed it as well and there is a shine in his eyes as the man surely puts his worth even higher.

Another thing is that Goldie and the icy guy wanted to join more direct power-leveling but I quickly refused and they have to look for monsters and hunt on their own. I help them only if it’s really dangerous, a small request from Cipher.

He sure is a greedy one, isn’t he? He really knows the worth of his skill. I push the annoying feeling to the back of my mind with the help of [Focus]. Again.

I sense Isabella moving closer and soon she pulls my sleeve and when I turn to her she hesitates for a second and in the end, only shakes her head and leaves.

Okay?

Now then, what should I do to the Alghoul that is moving closer to our position?

After saying a few words of warning, I jump on the roofs with a small help of boost of kinetic energy and then send a bit more mana into my kinetic mana heart, collecting the kinetic energy it generates. I move towards the monster until it senses me and looks up at me on the roofs.

[Alghoul - lvl 86]

Soon enough green flames start glowing around the monster, flames able to corrode mana and regenerate its decaying body parts.

I jump down on the street and the monster instantly dashes at me, its flames illuminating the street in sickly green light and the cobblestones under its feet cracking under the pressure. My heart thumps, generating even more energy and I step towards the monster, releasing it all in a thin cone that goes right through its middle, separating its upper and lower body.

Unsurprisingly, the monster doesn’t even slow down and the upper body continues to move towards me, using only its hands, while the lower body twitches with its legs, trying to move closer.

Two more heartbeats and I release a cone of dark yellow flame that hits the monster’s head. I continue to generate more energy, turning it into thermal energy, and then powering the flame that continuously roars and slowly starts melting the monster as its green flame slowly loses some of its power.

I continue to shoot them for over a minute, slowly improving them, reducing the cone slightly, and speeding up the process of transferring the energy. I reduce the waste and notification rings and I use [Mana Surge] to boost the mana going into my kinetic heart.

[Mana Surge - lvl 12 > Mana Surge - lvl 13]

Finally, the monster dies and even its legs stop moving, leaving only charred small pieces behind.

[You have defeated an Alghoul - lvl 86]

[Lvl 82 > Lvl 83]

Huh? Not a named one? That’s interesting? Is it because we are getting closer to the center of the city?

I cut off the flames, not fully satisfied with the result. I tried to boost thermal energy with [Mana Surge] but I wasn’t able to, so I boosted mana going into my heart - something I could do with my Mana Regulator, yes, not so quickly, but I could get a similar result.

Thermal and Kinetic energy is somehow different from mana even though they are using some mana to activate them. So either it’s impossible to boost the results with surge or it only means that I’m unable to do so at the moment.

When I get back, Isabella comes running with a big smile on her face.

“I did catch 2 invisible ones! I was finally able to feel their heat and burned them!”

Am I, not the greatest one? I should start charging for my advice, for my mentorship. I am carrying this group so hard that my back hurts.

Isabella is still looking at me as if expecting something. What does she want? Why is she looking at me so impatiently? Say something.

She doesn’t say anything and then it hits me, oh I see.

“Good job,” I say and even these two simple words make her face light up and she nods, her hair flying around as she does it so wildly.

Her black hair somehow reminds me of my sister. Isabella looks so happy and innocent it somehow makes me want to bully her, to make her shout at me in her small voice. A voice that is more cute than angry, reminding me of a screaming little kitten.

Victoria, my dear sister, you were never so cute when you were younger and I was the teased one, having to get revenge by being super petty when the chance offered.

 







 

Sparrow me… sparrows. Hehe. I hate them. These little assholes are slightly bigger than a sparrow you would see on Earth, maybe around the size of a big pigeon.

That’s all good, finally some meat you would think, right?

Little assholes disappear the moment the tiniest whiff of my perceiving mana touches them. They fly away so quickly I’m barely able to track them.

The second sparrow we find disappears even without it. We just watch it from a distance, hidden inside one of the houses, not even using mana. The sparrow then turns to us and disappears quickly, as if feeling us looking at it.

Like what the heck is this even?

Oliver tells us that they usually catch them by using traps that are tens of years old, maybe hundreds, and with difficult enchantings on them that no one from their group knew how to decipher or replicate.

Well, not on my watch! Traps? Pfft, I’ll catch it easily and finally, after a few days, I’ll eat a decent amount of food. Others can look, it will make the food taste even better.

Oh, I could also use thermal energy to try to cook it. A lot of practice is a good amount of practice!

So prepare, I create a small mana orb, carefully not to leak a lot of mana, and I make it dense and firm. When we, after a few hours and a few more fights, spot another sparrow, I’m ready.

The orb flies at the bird at a speed that is comparable to it. Creating a beautiful line of blurred blue mana behind it as it pierces through the air, missing a few houses, and accurately aiming at the sparrow.

And it misses.

Huh?

The sparrow lazily shakes its wings and its head turns towards me. It’s too far for me to hear but it opens its beak and lets out some noise. Then it gets ready to fly away.

Are you making fun of me?

I stop hiding and 5 more orbs spin around me and then fly at the bird, boosted by [Mana Surge] and [Redistribution].

All of them miss.

“…”

The sparrow then lifts up and flies a bit closer, its tiny black eyes looking right towards me from the distance of a few football stadium fields.

You.

I release more of my mana and the bird doesn’t move at all, even after feeling it all, I only get confused looks from people with me. The orb I create now is as big as a smaller watermelon and it spins around me, already letting out a whistling noise as it pierces the air, continuously boosted by my skills to higher and higher speed.

[Armanent - lvl 23 > Armanent - lvl 24]

[Mana Surge - lvl 13 > Mana Surge - lvl 14]

The orb is perfectly round and barely visible to the naked eye, instead of it looking like a blue hoop around my waist. With one last push, I release it, swinging it straight towards the animal.

The orb obliterates a few broken walls in its way and in a split second reaches the sparrow, missing it by the length of my palm while the sparrow doesn’t move at all.

Okay.

Okay!

This is getting personal. 

Under the influence of my emotions I feel my [Focus] weaken and I change the setting of my Mana Regulator to give my Kinetic Mana Heart 30% of my mana. Then I quickly transform all the energy into propulsion, propelling myself towards where the bird is.
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Chapter 118 - Food


                Here I am, alone in the desolate city, a noble human on his graceful hunt. Only my prey isn’t a powerful beast, a majestic dragon, or a sneaky griffin.

No, it’s a goddamn sparrow. A bird not much bigger than the oversized pigeon, and apparently blessed with the agility of Biscuit when he is trying to steal some food.

I stalk my nemesis with inhuman determination… well, let’s call it a determination of a bulldozer, as I’m currently crashing into walls here and there, unable to fully control my speed.

I can’t help but see the irony: A mighty me reduced to a maniac chasing down a bird. Yet as I plow through the city and the walls, I think how absurdly ridiculous it all is.

But! I can’t give up. At this point this is personal! I swear this little asshole did laugh after I missed the last attack.

I swear this sparrow did laugh at me! I’m not crazy.

I boost my body more and then push to the side to dodge one of the houses while my [Perception] tracks the animal that continues to fly in between houses at dizzying speeds while all the orbs I threw at it miss.

Surely either something’s confusing my vision, my perception, or some sort of field is redirecting my attacks slightly.

In just a short moment after the start, we pass a lot of distance and I’m leaving craters behind me as I continue to pump more and more kinetic energy to propel myself to the point you could call it flying.

The bird flies inside the house and I brace myself against the impact as I come crashing inside while sending waves of perception into the surroundings to track it.

It flies outside and I follow it only to stop a moment later after the bird out of nowhere doubles its speed to stop a few seconds later, looking back at me.

Haaaaaaaa.

Haaaa.

I stomp once, releasing all the kinetic energy I hold, making my surroundings crack and sending a shockwave into the street that breaks all the windows and cracks some walls.

Then I activate Mana regulator once more and lower amount of mana going to my Kinetic Heart.

My return is shameful as I run back through the streets that I bulldozed through while following the sparrow. The houses I hit, and the cobblestones I destroyed. I have lost and somehow I’m sure I feel the bird’s gaze on me as I move back to the group.

“Where is the bird?” the icy guy asks the moment I come back only to be poked by Cipher who just looks at me and shrugs his shoulders.

“I already ate it.” I say and Cipher stops him once more before the man says something else.

“You are lying!” 

Oh no, Isabella, please don’t make it worse.

“You didn’t catch it at all! It ran away!”

You can’t break a man’s pride like that. That’s just pure evil.

“I think it only wanted to play with you,”

Help.

“It didn’t even see you as danger, I think it was… how was the word? Amused?

Please Help.

 



 

Somehow it was decided that the little girl will be keeping a watch, having to stay quiet. It’s all pure coincidence and it will help her train her skills. She doesn’t like it, saying it’s not fun, but we are a team, aren’t we?

It was decided by me.

The icy guy somehow ended up having to fight with more monsters than he was used to. Unfortunately, I was unable to stop them in time. There are too many of them, you know, poor me, hungry, still beaten unable to stop them all.

But why is he complaining so much? They wounded him only a few times, barely more than scratches, there is no need to be such a prima donna about it.

“So, how many did you get?” I ask Isabella after jumping on the roof next to her.

“Three invisible ones! They almost got to them and they didn’t even notice, “ she points her small hand at the trio down there fighting with vermin, “they are weak!” the little girl adds.

I can’t help but agree. Well, I’m sure they are hiding a useful skill or two but even with similar levels and stats they are lacking.

“About the bird…” Before Isabella finishes her sentence I reach with my right hand and pinch and pull her cheek. It’s soft and it stretches out slightly, “ouch” she mumbles, hitting my arm with her tiny hands and after a while, I let go and she grabs her slightly red cheek.

“You are mean!” her pouting face is somehow cute and it makes me want to bully her even more. But I hold back and instead of that, I check my skills, especially the one that I have trouble getting to level 20.

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 19

I’ll have to push a bit harder, maybe I can go outside during the night? That dumbass savant said that there are some strong monsters lurking around so it could be a good practice.

Another thing is that I’m hungry and I already noticed that I started losing some weight, all of us did. We do a lot of fighting, moving around and the food we are getting is minimal. Maybe even the food we are getting isn’t as calorie dense? It’s annoying. Well, one of the problems is that I’m giving half of my food to Isabella, my weakness showing once again.

I just can’t leave her alone as there is no one to take care of her and she is just a kid. Little cheeky girl in a fucked-up situation.

Damn, when she grows up she better take care of Grandpa Nathaniel in the way I did care about her now.

To make myself feel better I pull her cheek again, watching her pout afterward while checking the new side quest.

Side quest: Kill 500 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

Well, it’s as expected, also as the reward for the last one I did pick a bag. Somehow I expected it to be a bag with some magic on it. Maybe it’s super durable or bigger inside than it looks from the outside.

Nope, it’s just a normal ugly bag.

So yeah, I got scammed by the system once more.

Another thing is Cipher. The man is slowly pushing me more and more. He is asking for bigger things, using his water skill as a trade card.

At some point I almost feel like just grabbing him by the neck and forcing him to become my personal water dispenser, but I decide against it. Yes he is annoying but he is useful too, he is already dealing with the trio of natives, taking care of his group and only asking somewhat reasonable things.

He knows the moment I find a better way to get water he is out and probably with a few bruises so he is milking it as much as he can, always careful to not step over the line.

So I just push my growing annoyance to the back of my mind.

Oh, he also keeps using some weird skill. It shows itself by collecting his mana in his eyes. At first, I thought it might be some sort of manipulation skill, maybe hypnosis so I kept my Reinforcement construct running and focusing on defense against mental attacks, but later after watching the movement of his mana and the man I think it’s not it.

My suspicion is that it’s some skill similar to [Perception], collecting information, maybe doing something else. He always uses it when dealing with me so it also might be something similar to Isabella’s skills that allows her to know my intentions and partially my feelings.

I could try to ask him, even force him to tell me but I find it fun trying to find it out on my own.

I stop my thoughts right there, catching a familiar mana signature on the edge of my [Perception].

Not waiting a moment later I grab the girl and jump high into the air and while being high up I push against the air, propelling us even further in a weak imitation of flying.

When we reach the place where I felt a signature one word sounds in my mind.

(Asshole!)

Goddamnit, you silly dog, how the hell did you get here?

Biscuit runs towards me, his pink tongue sticking out and his short legs making his body wobble from side to side, the doggo seemingly shaking his butt and it wags its short tail.

I ignore Isabella’s excited screams and caress the best doggo of the second… of the third floor.

He continues to shout in my head and it takes a while for him to calm down and then when I expectantly look at him, his head turns to a group of people, all of them looking similar to the trio of natives we met. There is some fear in their eyes and they look towards me, their eyes ticking in between me and Biscuit.

“What is it, Biscuit, your friends?” What did this silly dog do this time?

(Food.)

Huh?

His voice in my head somehow sounds proud and one massive purple tentacle appears from his back pointing at the group of scared people.

(Food!) he repeats happily.

Biscuit?
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Chapter 119 - Templar Revenant
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Sigma 16 [Sci-fi Survival Crafting LitRPG]

by Erios909

Talia, the daughter of a wealthy conglomerate CEO, harbors an unquenchable adventurous spirit. Wishing to make her own mark on the universe and avoid the boring life of corporate drudgery, she joins the droves of new human explorers combing through unexplored space in humanity’s newest diaspora from the core worlds.

Her resilience is put to the test when her brand-new exploration corvette crashes onto an uncharted planet, Sigma 16. Despite the sudden and unprecedented systems failure, Talia is far from deterred. Equipped with a state-of-the-art exo-exploration suit, a semi-operational colony bootstrap system and a sometimes annoying AI companion, she sees this as an opportunity to claw her way back to orbit with all the discoveries she plans to uncover.

Join Talia as she builds her base and combs through the expansive dunes and jungles of Sigma 16 in the search of precious resources and alien data. But the planet might not be as uninhabited as it first seems, and with untamed wilds teeming with potentially territorial wildlife can she unravel the secrets of the planet’s inhabitants and mysteries before falling to disaster? Looming over her is the threat of a potentially hostile and deadly alien species with weapons and technology just as advanced as her own.

Ready yourself for an interstellar adventure, full of exploration, resource management, and equipment crafting in the face of adversity on a wild frontier world in this new thrilling Sci-fi Survival LitRPG!



 






                

                My eyes keep going between the group of people and the doggo that proudly shouts (Food) while pointing at them with his tentacle.

While I try not to think about what it might mean, Isabella continues to pull my sleeve, reminding me that I promised her she could play with Biscuit 13 times even though I know for sure that I promised it 12 times and she added one, perhaps thinking that I wouldn’t notice.

But enough of that, there’s more important stuff going on! Did the little dog hoard a bunch of people to eat them? It certainly looks like it, but the longer I observe them, the more I notice that they are not scared of him at all. And damn it, you would be scared if there was some dog herding you like a sheep and using you as food!

Biscuit, you will give me a heart attack one day!

I grab him and lift him up, his hind legs dangling. He still looks like he’s smiling as he stares at me while slowly blinking. I shake him slightly and he only woofs at me, seemingly enjoying it.

You silly creature. I sigh and put him on the ground, finally turning to the people.

“What’s your relationship with him,” I ask simply while pointing at Biscuit who stays by my side. How can a dog look so proud?

Finally, a woman steps in front of the others, seemingly a bit calmer now, “Are you also under the protection of the divine beast?”

Ehm. What? 

Biscuit? What did you do?

 



 

So it goes like this. Biscuit, alone and desperate for more food, appeared on the third floor, separated from Lily whom he was protecting for me. So he started looking around, not finding anyone from us and not finding any food - this is the part she didn’t tell me, but I think it was like this, but it continues.

One day he found them, surrounded by a bunch of monsters, after their hideout lost its ability to hide, probably damaged without them realizing.

Unsurprisingly, the best doggo of the third floor helped them. He heroically smashed them with dozens of mana tentacles.

The group at that point expected to die, being a prize for the great doggo after it destroyed them, but the doggo only said one thing.

(Food)

So they understood, they remembered the legends from their parents. The legends about divine beasts that helped people, always in exchange for something. Some beasts asked for mana, others asked for enchanted items, and some may be asked for sacrifice in the form of living beings.

Biscuit asked for food.

So they gave it to him, a pigeon they had hunted with the help of their ancient trap. The divine beast - Biscuit was very happy with that and since then they took him as their protector. The beast protecting them in exchange for food.

They said that he even defeated a weaker Alghoul on his own and I’m just listening to all of it, stupefied.

Are they making fun of me? Are they trolling me?

They don’t seem to be, and even little Isabella confirms it, already kneeling and hugging Biscuit who licks her face once in a while, making the girl laugh out loudly from happiness.

The people are horrified, staring as their noble divine beast is reduced to this.

“You can’t treat a divine beast like this,” the young woman continues to say quietly towards Isabella while the girl continues to pull Biscuit’s ears. Isabella also boops his snout and immediately after tells me I was right and it’s amazing.

I told you so. So I boop his snout too. Biscuit doesn’t seem to mind it that much but the native woman becomes even more horrified.

Her group consists of 8 people, all of them thin and adults, there are no kids in her group and they have only one trap, somehow able to survive on one sparrow every other day. So either their bodies adapted super well or sparrows are super calorie-dense.

Or maybe it’s because of the field made by Saint that covers the entire city. They don’t know.

So I do what I do best, I ignore their questions and continue to boop Biscuit’s snout to the point where he woofs at me.

Don’t woof at me! I boop his snout again.

(Asshole!) sounds.

Wow, this time it sounds like he really meant to use the word and didn’t just shout it randomly because he likes the sound of it.

We can’t have our cute doggo shout such words in the presence of a little girl, right? I ruffle the top of his head and even touch his whiskers, bullying a small creature makes me feel more relaxed.

 



 

When we rejoin Cipher, Icy guy, Goldie, and our 3 natives we caught before, I dump them all on Cipher, deciding to get some information from him later, instead of talking to so many people.

My social batteries are almost empty.

At first, the group that seems to think that Biscuit is some sort of divine beast complains, but he barks at them a few times and they quiet down.

Such a good boy, isn’t he? He even brought us some food!

He also takes some of Isabella’s attention off me. The kid now not leaving Biscuit at all and continuously petting him and hugging him and being the good boy he is Biscuit lets her while enduring it all patiently.

(Assh…) he pauses the moment I turn to him, (Food?) he continues.

Just how smart are you, you rascal? And yes, try to limit the usage of that word while around Isabella. 

Yes, she went through… worse… to be bothered by some words but hey, it just doesn’t feel right in the same way as being a kid inside Hell Difficulty.

I also reach out with my mana towards the corgi only to find out that he is stronger than before, which isn’t such a surprise. His mana feels dense and dangerous, and the burrito-like corgi shows surprising mastery over it, overly motivated by his love of food.

Well, not like I mind it. If he becomes stronger, I can learn a thing or two from him.

But before that, “We should move, quickly,” I rejoin the group and tell it to Cipher who just looks at me.

“How quickly?” he asks.

“Very quickly,” mana is already flowing through my body when I turn to Isabella and Biscuit, “Be careful, this time a few stronger ones might pass by me.”

Not waiting for their answer, I jump on the roof of the house only to move towards the presence I felt.

Did they follow Biscuit’s group? Are we now so much easier to detect and even without me noticing and because we are a bigger group now?

I allow a bigger flow of mana towards my Kinetic Mana Heart and the energy starts flowing through my body, strengthening its endurance as I prepare it for a fight and for bigger flows of kinetic energy.

The monster appears, alone.

[Templar Revenant - lvl ?]

I can feel it’s a named monster as it moves towards me, ancient-looking armor covering its body and creaking with every step it takes, and under it, a deceased body and bones that move it. It’s strong, I can feel that.

The armor on its body starts glowing and a sword made of mana appears in its hand to my surprise, the monster takes a battle stance, holding the sword in front of it, the tip pointing right towards me with wisps of greenish mana flowing around the blade.

Yeah, nope, thank you, that doesn’t look nice, this time I’ll be skipping close-quarter combat, my body is a mess you know.

Still, I create armor around my body and continue to track the monster with my [Perception] only.

I also create two small shields made out of my mana that float around me while I use my Mana Regulator to pump more mana into the Kinetic heart, now then, let’s start with some ranged thermal attack.

The monster moves at the same time I start transferring kinetic energy into thermal and takes a single step towards me, sending a massive wave of mana into the surrounding. The mana reaches me in a split second, surrounding the roof where I am and my body.

At that moment my hold over mana stumbles and the transfer of kinetic energy into thermal stops, sending a wave of pain through my body from the shock, even the armor flickers.

Even before going through all of that, I immediately jump backwards and start running away, for a moment unable to use any skills and barely controlling my mana.

The roof behind me explodes and from the dust, Templar Revenant steps out, and after a few seconds sends another wave of mana at me, a wave of mana so similar to [Disruption] yet weirdly different.

The activation of my skill fails again and one of the shields hovering around me disappears as I lose hold over my [Armament] creation.

The monster’s eyes are glowing as it stands there and lifts its sword made of green mana high into the air, the tip pointing towards the sky.

My mana activates at the same time as the monster’s and I push against the skills only to get overwhelmed for a moment and mana that I keep using to strengthen my battered and wounded body disappears for a second and the pain goes through me, a sharp reminder of my previous battles.

As if feeling it the monster’s head looks towards me, barely a skull and some flesh under the helmet that once could be considered beautiful and elegant.

A few more seconds pass and another attack containing weirdly disruptive mana reaches me, again targeting my mana and strengthening my body.

Is this targeting that on purpose?
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Chapter 120 - Hunted


                Okay, I knew one day I’d have to pay for my excessive reliance on mana and ignoring physical stats as much as possible.

I jump from the roof and barely absorb the energy of my fall, trying to use it to propel myself. The skill fails, and I continue to run on my two legs, hearing the monster crash on the ground behind me.

I grab hold of my mana and focus more, finally able to boost my body for half of a second before losing control over mana.

But even that is something, and I create some distance between me and the monster.

I feel another wave targeting me and roll to the side, collecting a few more bruises but partially dodging the skill. This propels me further ahead, again avoiding the monster.

The entire time I continue to try to enter [Focus] as deeply as I can. The skill at least partially ignores the monster’s skill, and my [Mana Manipulation] keeps on running.

Thankfully, my Constructs are still up and running unaffected by the monster and keeping 30% of my mana used for Reinforcement and another 20% for the Kinetic Heart.

The problem is that my heart keeps generating kinetic energy that is currently hard to deal with. But even in the situation I’m in, I stay calm. I always expected something like this to happen, so it’s not like I didn’t practice.

Before the monster’s mana reaches me again, I propel myself as far ahead as I can and then use all the energy my heart generated to propel myself even further, flying through the air and then crashing through the roof.

Here, far enough from the monster, I stop and force myself to calm down more.

Deep breath. Hold. Breathe out.

I reach out inside my body and towards my mana. I grab it, I force it to move, and stay inside my body. I flow it through my circuits and my pathways. My heart beats wildly, each thump sending mana through my body and kinetic energy too.

I deepen my connection with my mana thanks to my passive Cerebral Harmony and then [Focus] on it.

When the monster’s skill reaches me again, it crashes against my natural protective barrier that usually doesn’t allow others to mess with the mana inside other people’s bodies. I strengthen it and push against the attack, decoding how the attack moves, what it does, how it disrupts my skills.

I pump even more of my mana outside of my body, even to the point of turning off the Reinforcement construct, and the entirety of it flares up, stopping the attack at the same moment the monster comes crashing down through the roof and swinging its sword at me.

At that moment, I release all the kinetic energy created by my heart and the house we are standing in explodes in a wave of energy with me in the center that even throws the Revenant far away and crashing against another house.

I quickly Regulate the mana going to my Kinetic Mana Heart and activate my Reinforcement again before dashing away from it while forcing myself to ignore the state my body is in.

I feel the monster start moving again and run to the side, barely avoiding another wave of its weirdly disruptive mana. The way it targets me works so differently than my [Disruption]. It’s as if it’s trying to pause the movement of my mana for a short moment, which also causes it to ruin my concentration and hold over it.

It’s annoying, and I don’t like it at all, and it’s not only because I’m getting my ass beaten while trying to gain some distance and switch to a ranged attack.

This is another mistake in a massive pile of mistakes I made. Not the fact that I didn’t invest stats into physical stats - I long since knew that it’s dumb and decided to risk it for my future development.

No, it was a mistake thinking that I’m prepared and I could counter it. I experimented with [Disruption] a lot and even had Hadwin use his version against me, and I thought I knew what to expect. But the Templar Revenant is different. The best I can describe it is that the monster specialized at hunting mages, people overly relying on mana.

For a test, I shoot one mana orb towards the monster, and it just disappears before even reaching it. It untangles and disappears into fine particles even before reaching it as the monster targets it.

The thermal attack ends up the same, turning into hot air that just blasts close by the monster.

When I shoot my [Disruption] against it, it uses its weird skill, and our skills collide, and mine gets canceled out.

So I just continue to strengthen my body, but I’m unable to do it constantly. Its attacks are fast and nearly impossible to dodge, reaching me in a split second and pausing my hold over mana strengthening my body, so I can only run away, using it in short bursts to keep some distance between us.

I can’t even strengthen my body to the point where I could fight it in melee combat as it would only cancel it out, and one hit would be enough to kill me.

Okay, let’s take it back to the group, even if they will have their skills disrupted, they should be able to distract it, and I’ll kill it before it hurts anyone important.

Sounds good. Let’s do just that quickly before this second presence reaches me.

Ehm, why is it moving so quickly?

The presence reaches the two of us in what feels like a few seconds at most from the edge of my perception, and it turns towards me. Standing between me and where the group is. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s on purpose.

[Rogue Revenant - lvl ?]

The monster wears remains of leather armor, and its body is much slimmer, with each of its limbs uncharacteristically long. It also holds two daggers, rusted and of crescent shape.

Another named jerk.

Sorry, Izzie, Biscuit, you are on your own for a while.

 



 

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 29 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 31]

[Focus - lvl 29 > Focus - lvl 30]

[Mana Surge - lvl 14 > Mana Surge - lvl 16]

Who knew that bottlenecks are so easy to break through? Simple, isn’t it? You just need two question mark monsters going after you, to push your body and brain to the point they nearly break.

Easy.

I continue to run and push towards where I think the middle of the city is located. Partially because of the hope that it’s as natives said, and there is some sort of healing aura in the air the closer you are to the King and his Saint.

Another hope is that I’ll meet someone else from Group 4.

I also don’t lie to myself anymore as to why I didn’t bring two monsters back to Isabella and Biscuit. One monster should be okay, I would be able to protect them, but two? I don’t care too much about Cipher and others - I don’t even know them and mostly used them for water, but Biscuit and Isabella? They kind of grew on me even in such a short time, I can’t let them die because of these two jerks.

So yeah, it’s up to me.

I dodge under another swing with the dagger and propel myself to the side, partially dodging the Templar Revenant’s attack, but still, it disrupts my skill, and I barely use a short impulse of my mana through my body to strengthen myself and dodge another stab of the dagger.

The Rogue Revenant is quick, its reach is longer than expected - proof of that being a stab wound in my left arm that I turned towards it, rather wounding the still broken arm even further than injuring my right one.

My heart beats once, and I throw all kinetic energy against the revenant, throwing it against the side of the house, and as a few times before, the monsters slow down in the air and nearly elegantly land with its legs against the wall, immediately jumping towards me.

Another short burst of mana and I jump high in the air, grabbing the edge of the roof with my right arm and pulling myself up only to roll to the side, but the disruptive mana still hits me, and the pain washes through my body again, making me fall to my knees.

With my teeth clenched, I send another wave of mana inside my body and start running and jumping from roof to roof, already feeling both of the monsters following me.

A disruptive wave of mana reaches me, and I rouse my mana as much as I can in my current state and [Focus] on my control over it.

It’s my goddamn mana! You won’t take it away from me!

Not caring about it at all, my control over mana disappears once again, and all the mana I collected inside my body goes wild once again, hurting me even more before disruption disappears, then I grab control over it again, using it to put more distance between me and the revenants that continue to track me hungrily.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading and have a nice weekend!

Free trial thingy on Patreon is still activated for the lowest tier, which is 7 chapters ahead of Royalroad. You should be able to join this Patreon tier for free for 7 days. After those 7 days, you can either cancel or become a patron, it’s up to you.

Patreon is ahead by up to 30 chapters > Patreon

Discord still exists > Discord



                



Chapter 121 - Mage Hunters


                It’s been already a few hours, and while running and avoiding the revenants’ attacks, I was able to level up once by burning a group of Rottenfang vermin. I invested the gained stat points into constitution.

Hey, it’s something, isn’t it? But at the state I’m in, it feels like pouring a glass of water and hoping to save your house from burning down.

I’ll die if this continues much longer. That’s something I can say with certainty.

If I don’t find Lily or if there won’t be a healing aura, I’ll die even if I get rid of the Templar Revenant that blocks me from strengthening my body.

My body is just that ruined.

Broken bones, bloodied left arm, a few stab and slash wounds from the Rogue Revenant. Pathways, muscles, and insides ruined by my creation of constructs and by my careless use of Kinetic Mana heart.

The state I’m in won’t disappear after I rest for few hours. Strengthening my body to ignore it won’t heal it either. So what is the solution?

Obviously, it’s more abuse.

More mana flows inside my body, and I loosen my regulators, getting more energy out of my heart, and I seemingly carelessly handle bursts of mana that flow through my body.

If I have to die, I won’t go down like a slowly dying candle. I’ll burn like a wildfire.

The speed I’m moving at is now even quicker than ever before. I propel myself, I boost my legs to dash fast, while in the air I propel myself once more, my seemingly bottomless mana easily handling all of it.

Once in a while, a disruptive skill hits me, and a few times I crash down to the ground, barely strengthening my body against the impacts or absorbing energy from my fall, only to push myself again up and running.

The two monsters continue to track me with ease and even after I put some distance between us. Every time I stagger and slow down, they are there punishing me with a few more wounds or by making my mana clash inside my body.

But I’m improving.

While I push my body to the point of breaking, my skills break through as well. I [Focus] as never before. Turning the world around me into black and white colors where only mana shines brilliantly.

[Focus - lvl 30 > Focus - lvl 31]

I grab my mana every time the Templar Revenant disrupts it and I force it under my control, reducing the impact it has on my body. I also continue to try to fight against the monster’s skill.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 31 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 32]

I keep boosting mana inside my body, making it flow faster and stronger to do as much as possible in the time when the Templar Revenant’s skill isn’t affecting me.

[Mana Surge - lvl 16 > Mana Surge - lvl 18]

And I continue to try to kill the Rogue Revenant every time it reaches me, but never have enough time to do it because of the other monster.

[Redistribution - lvl 19 > Redistribution - lvl 20]

[Armament - lvl 24 > Armament - lvl 25]

[Oscillation - lvl 21 > Oscillation - lvl 22]

And I continue to kill every monster we meet along the way. Gargoyles, Rottenfang rats, chameleon bats, Alghouls, Wererats. I kill any monster I’m able to.

[Lvl 86 > Lvl 88]

That makes my constitution a whopping 80 points high, yet my mana is still at 264 and with my battered body and control over mana constantly disrupted, I nearly can feel life escaping my body, only my will and [Focus] keeping me on my legs, the monster either unable or not smart enough to disrupt this skill.

Yet even during all of this, I feel my mind weirdly relax. There are only two outcomes possible. I’ll either die or I’ll survive, nothing else matters right now, and I’ll put as much effort as I can into it. 

To the last breath. To the last beat of my heart.

My mana explodes and using as much as I can, I absorb the inertia of my movement and two heartbeats of my heart that’s now getting 40% of my mana. Using all of this energy, I throw myself backwards right towards the Templar Revenant and at a dizzying speed passing by the second monster that is still fast enough to react, and another slash appears on my back.

But I ignore it and a dagger forms in my hand, the color is solid blue and more notifications sound in my mind as I make it as dense as possible and coat it in disruptive mana. I once again absorb my inertia and kinetic energy, this time using it to boost my body, making it faster and increasing my endurance.

The Templar Revenant used its disruptive skill 1 second ago and it seems like his “cooldown” is 4 seconds, judging from attacks before.

So I slash against the monster, that’s barely able to react, slower than the Rogue Revenant. Squeezing the weapon in my hand as hard as possible and slashing against the monster with all the resentment I’m able to collect, I continue to track its movement.

I’ll hit him. He’s too slow, he won’t be able to dodge, he didn’t show as fast movement up until now. 

The Rogue can’t reach me, it will take him around a second or two to get there. Then it will be too late.

My dagger will hit and even if Templar Revemant somehow shortens its cooldown and tries to disrupt it, my [Disruption] around the blade will counter it. If not, then the blade itself is dense enough to handle disruption for a while. The blade will separate its head from its body.

I can do it.

Then, the Templar Revenant disappears, replaced by the Rogue Revenant. The two monsters switching places.

The Rogue blocks the attack of my blade with both of its daggers, mana coating them and saving the daggers from breaking. A kick hits my chest, breaking one of my ribs and throwing me backwards, right towards the Templar.

Another disruptive wave hits the dagger in my hand instead of me and slowly dissipates it. Still having my body strengthened I dodge under the Templar’s slash and then throw myself to the side to avoid the Rogue.

And I run again.

 



 

How much blood does a human have? And how much of it can I ignore with my now inhumanly strong body when compared to a normal human? 

Also, I’m tired, so tired.

While running and jumping from roof to roof, avoiding two jerks hunting me and killing some monsters once in a while, I keep wanting to just sit there and give up.

Anything would be better than this, wouldn’t it? I just need to stop for a bit and it will all stop, I did enough.

Yup, such and similar nonsense goes through my head. But who am I? Why would I give up now? I didn’t even reach my goal, I didn’t even see what there is to see. There is so much more to do. 

So yeah, I better get my act together and stop sobbing. Just push through like you always did, filter out useless thoughts and focus.

And keep going.

 



 

I leveled up one more time and invested my stats into dexterity for the first time. As expected, it didn’t help much, but I tried it.

I also tried to kill the Templar Revenant one more time, this time again the Rogue swapped place with him using some sort of skill to do so. I partially expected it and still wasn’t able to finish the guy.

My reward is one more wound.

Then I finished another Side quest: Kill 600 enemies

I ate the little food I got and drank the water and as a reward, I picked a javelin, thinking that a physical weapon might work.

I did throw it with the full power of my body and boosted it with [Redistribution]. The weapon broke against the Templar Revenant’s armor.

The system did not disappoint. The common rarity weapon was as bad as expected.

And these two, don’t they have anything better to do? Just leave and go hunt Sophie or something. Now I’m also curious how the heck others are alive when there are jerks like these two around.

So yeah, just go and hunt others. But don’t worry, after I become a bit stronger I’ll come back and destroy you. Oh, I will totally not let this go.

Unsurprisingly, the duo continues to go after me and even after stretching my [Perception] as far as possible, I don’t feel others.

The only thing that changes are the houses that become nicer and nicer, some of them now even with walls dyed in colors and there are no roads made from dirt anymore. All are made with cobblestones and I’m not sure, but I think I see a higher tower far in the distance.

It’s hard to say if there is some ambient healing aura but that’s it, as I pass and notice a few marks that point towards the hideout the natives told us how to identify, I decide to finally risk it.

Mana floods my body and for the last time, I turn and dash towards the annoying duo so used to hunting mages.
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Chapter 122 - Saved?


                This time all my attention is on the Rogue Revenant and oscillating mana appears around my hand as I let the monster reach me.

I’m slow, my body barely boosted, as I only focus on enduring the disruptive skill of the Templar and it does come. With the help of [Focus] and [Mana Manipulation], I’m able to endure it and barely dodge a stab against me. At the same time I too, attack, my hand aiming right at the monster’s body.

Four seconds until the Templar disrupts my mana again.

The Rogue dodges by tilting but I send a short burst of mana through my body, taking a small step back and barely avoiding another stab at me. I twist my upper body and dodge a kick aimed at my chest. The monster is faster than me, but I continue to look through its attacks while the Templar, who is much slower, is getting closer.

Three seconds remaining.

The oscillation flares up more and I kick at the monster, to which it dodges slightly to the side, stabbing towards my face. I tilt my body, letting the dagger slightly graze the side of my neck. What is another small wound at this point?

Two seconds remaining.

I send another burst of mana through my body and this time I feign my attack, making the monster dodge to the side. Only then do I use another short burst to change the direction and slash against its neck. 

Seeing that it won’t be able to dodge, I feel the monster collect the mana, wanting to swap the place with the Templar.

One second.

[Disruption] tears apart the skill and my hand separates the monster’s head from its body in exchange for one more wound on my left arm that uselessly hangs along my body.

My heart beats once and with the force of my will, I send a shockwave of kinetic energy towards the Templar, throwing him away from me, only to be immediately hit by a disruptive skill that makes me lose my strengthening for a moment and the pain I’m used to so much again hits me.

But this time I do not run.

Two more heartbeats and another cone of kinetic energy hit the Templar, barely causing some damage, only denting its armor. The monster seemingly slashes through the attack.

I grab one of the Rogue’s daggers from the ground and I send my mana through it, making it oscillate along the blade. The Templar reaches me and sends another wave of disruptive energy at me and I throw the dagger towards the monster.

The skill targets the dagger and disrupts the mana on it instead of hitting me, which makes the monster tilt its head in a surprised motion.

Got you.

This time my [Disruption] hits the monster and its armor loses its glow to my extreme pleasure.

How does it feel?

Two more heartbeats later, I release all the kinetic energy and the monster’s head explodes. Notification about the kill sounds and a long, shaky breath escapes my mouth as I lean against the chimney. With closed eyes, I regulate the mana going into my Kinetic Mana heart and continue to use it as much as I’m able to increase my endurance. 

As I cautiously approach the edge of the roof, I lose my balance. While falling down I absorb the inertia of my body, yet I still collapse onto the ground, landing hard on my knees. But I force myself up and get to the spot where I saw the marks and start tracking them to the hideout.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Ehm, I might need some help. I’ll leave my mana signature near one of the hideouts.

Someone sends a message about noticing some fight far away from them, saying they will look around, but my vision is blurry and I barely see the letters I close the community. It’s silly in my current state but even asking for help is hard for me and usually, I would just try to suffer through this all on my own.

It’s stupid I know. But I am stupid. I’m the most stupid person on this goddamn floor. Well, maybe with the exception of Lily. She is also extremely stupid. Who the hell sacrifices their arm for some maniac even knowing that they can restore it?

At a speed that could be barely considered crawling, I find the hideout and get inside, carefully closing the door in a way the natives told me.

Outside, further away from the hideout, I leave one of the mana stones I found. I do it after filling it to the brim with my mana, which might help people to find me.

Inside the hideout, I fall down on my ass and lean against the wall that’s nicely cold and then I tear and cut apart the usable clothes and tie them around my wounds. I don’t know how much it will help but I’ll try everything I can.

Then I quickly glance through the notifications that Im barely able to read.

[You have defeated the Rogue Revenant - lvl 113]

[Lvl 89 > Lvl 90]

[You have defeated the Templar Revenant - lvl 116]

[Lvl 90 > Lvl 91]

[Redistribution - lvl 20 > Redistribution - lvl 21]

[Disruption - lvl 17 > Disruption - lvl 18]

[Oscillation - lvl 22 > Oscillation - lvl 23]

All the stat points are already invested in constitution, but damn, it’s not helping much. Meanwhile, I regulated even my first construct, Reinforcement, and I’m sending as much mana to it as I can, hoping that reinforcing my body will help a bit together with the symbiotic transference of [Redistribution] that I actively use to keep my endurance higher.

And now I need to stay awake and keep my skills running. I can’t even use as much mana as I would like because of my circuits and my weak body.

But hey, there is one good thing. Thanks to my increased constitution, the tiny scratches I got while crawling here are healed.

“…”

Yay?

Forcing myself to stay awake, I start examining my body and trying to replicate Lily’s or Hadwin’s weaker healing skill. I take the tiniest amount of mana and start sending it towards one of my multiple wounds, I continue to try to replicate what their skills did. I try to do it by “feel”, I try to do it more logically.

I even try to use mana to close my wounds by creating thin threads. It partially works but the thin threads disappear the moment I stop focusing on them.

Then I try using [Armament] to and instead of armor try to create some sort of bandage around one of the wounds on my arm. It works surprisingly well but the moment I stop focusing on it, it slowly disappears.

Interesting, I should be able to create longer-lasting mana creations in the future so this could be interesting to work with.

“…”

A few seconds later, the pain hits my body and I realize that I dozed off and the symbiotic transference stopped working. I quickly shake my head and burrow my nails inside my closed palm to force myself to stay awake.

This is dangerous, in the future I’ll have to try to create a construct that would keep using energy from the kinetic mana heart and turn it into endurance. Or I could stop being a dumbass for once and pick a passive, trait, or something that would increase my endurance or regeneration, that would be nice.

When I try to open the community I’m unable to do so. It’s getting harder to focus on anything other than keeping the Symbiotic transference running and I even had to reduce the amount of mana Kinetic mana heart is getting as I start being unable to control even the smaller amounts that I did use up until now.

It’s getting colder and through blurred vision, I watch my right arm shaking, my mouth filled with the rusty taste of blood. Of my own blood.

The hideout feels empty, dark, and cold. Just a small, dirty room somewhere in abandoned parts of a massive city on the third floor of the tutorial.

So that’s it? Is this the end? If it is, it’s a pretty shitty one.

With my eyes closed, I let the image of Lissandra show in my head. The most powerful person I’ve met up until now. Not only when it comes to raw power. She easily had the strongest will out of anyone I’ve met up until now in my life.

And for that only, she was beautiful.

Remembering her last moments, I get on my feet and stand up.

 I’d rather die outside, than here in this damp room.

Mana starts moving around my body as I open the door, sending a wave of [Perception] as far as I can and feeling three presences.

Nice, they feel strong, dying to some random rat would feel terrible.

I take a step outside of the hideout and then everything becomes black.

 



 

When I open my eyes the first thing I see is the ceiling of the hideout I tried to leave and some blurred face in front of me. I just notice the black hair.

Huh? Lily? Goddamn girl, I love you.

But as I start checking my body I realize that the mana that flows through it isn’t the warm mana that Lily uses. It’s different and it somewhat strengthens my body in a similar way my skills do, it also calms down my mana and stops it from going wild.

The person doing it is very skilled, that much I can tell.

I force myself to blink multiple times my vision gradually focusing and the face in front of me unblurring. And here I slowly recognize Sophie. She is saying something while stopping my mana from going wild and strengthening my body.

Before I realize what I’m doing, I swing my hand and punch her right in the middle of her face, sending her backward with a bleeding and broken nose.
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Chapter 123 - You owe me


                “What the fuck!” Sophie screams at me, already getting on her feet and holding her broken nose, blood flowing down her fingers. “You asshole!”

“Great to hear that from you, mind blender bitch,” I hiss and try to stand up, only to be sent back on my ass and having to deal with my mana and strengthening my body instead of what probably Sophie did up until now.

“Mind blender? Are you dumb?” Mana flares up around her and a second later a short burst of electricity hits her, causing her to twitch like she’s hit by a taser. Only then do I notice Tess sitting in the corner of the room, carefully watching us.

“Don’t do this Sophie,” she says to the brunette and then turns to me, “Hello Nathaniel, long time no see.”

“Hey,” finally some friendly face, but not having the energy to talk more, I put it all into keeping myself alive. Huh, maybe Sophie was doing something useful. Can she continue?

I look at her angry eyes and broken nose and the first thing I want to do is to hit her again and then ask her to help out a bit more. Should I risk it and ask?

“Sophie, can you help Nathaniel again?” Tess says instead of me.

“After he punched me straight in my face? Goddamn Tess, he broke my nose,” her voice is slightly muffled as she says so, “And how the hell is he even moving in such a state? He should be long dead and yet he had enough energy to boost his movement with mana and punch me!”

“Nathaniel is in a very… bad state, I believe he wouldn’t do that normally, right Nathaniel?”

“I would.”

“…” Tess pauses, “You are not helping much. Can you [Focus]?”

“I am the entire time.”

Tess only shakes her head and turns to Sophie, “You owe him, Soph, he did keep your sister alive, you know that, so stop complaining and help him too. Lily will heal your nose.”

That finally makes Sophie stop and with one hand still holding her nose, she steps closer, carefully, as if expecting me to hit her again. And she is right, it’s totally something I would like to do now.

“Goddamn, Tess, do you see him now? He wants to punch me again.”

“He won’t, but if he tries to I’ll zap him,” Tess says shortly and turns to me, her eyes serious, “Because it would be all for his own good.”

Her words hang in the air and I just sigh and lean back, closing my eyes and feeling Sophie’s hand touch me again.

I boost my Reinforcement and [Focus] and start examining my body, looking for some sort of mental fuckery she could do to me, but there is nothing, not a single whiff of her mana near my brain or anywhere close.

Instead, I feel her infuse me with her mana and that mana goes near my wounds and muscles, keeping them strengthened and closed. It’s not healing them, but it’s helping me to endure and making the wounds smaller by stretching them, making them easier to heal.

She also uses what I guess is her [Manipulation] to calm down my mana. She can do that only after I allow her to do so, which I reluctantly do, yet still carefully watch her.

“Isabella is safe and Biscuit too, together with people from Hard difficulty. They met Lily and Kim and they are together in a hideout,” Tess starts, “Isabella told everything to Lily and Lily let us know through the community, so you don’t have to worry.”

The young blonde continues to observe me and Sophie and I realize that even though it seems like she trusts Sophie, she is still keeping a watch on her.

“My brother, Hadwin, and Maya are fine, but we still don’t know where exactly they are,” another voice sounds.

Only then do I realize there is a fourth person in the room, Aaron, I recognize him from his brother by the slightly different mana signature.

“I see, but you should be careful. The bigger the group, the stronger monsters track it,” I say shortly and close my eyes.

“Nathaniel?” Tess says and I open my eyes looking straight at her, “I’m glad you are fine.” A tiny smile appears on her face and I nod.

“It’s good to have you near again,” I answer back.

“We will get you to Lily after the night ends, so please go and sleep, I’ll take care of everything, okay?” she continues.

Goddamn Tess, are you maybe an angel? Are you trying to make me fall in love with you? How are you so cool?

Yet, even while not fully trusting Sophie, I decide to trust Tess and let my mind wander.

 

POV Tess Hansen

I watch as he quickly dozes off and then finally let the worry appear on my face again.

“How is he, Sophie?” I ask.

“The hell if I know,” she holds her still bleeding nose and with her other hand she is touching him and keeping him alive, “From what I see he should be long dead, Tess. Damn it, I don’t even understand how he could move his mana to boost himself even in such a state. And so quickly!”

“Maybe he really wanted to punch you,” Aaron says, trying to alleviate some dense atmosphere but quickly shuts up after Sophie looks at him.

“Tess, he… he did experiment with his own body, he even modified it. I can feel it now, he created new pathways and even changed the trajectory of some existing ones and there is this weird thing around his heart,” she cuts off, probably examining him a bit more while infusing his body with her mana and manipulating his mana to stop it from hurting him further.

“It’s been only a bit over three months and he is already doing stuff that could be comparable to heart surgery, that’s just not normal, he will kill himself like this,” Sophie adds.

“That sounds like the Nathaniel I know,” when I say that Sophie looks at me, her face still confused, “Your and my definition of normal and effort are different from his.”

Even though I said that I can’t help but worry after looking at his sleeping body. He is so thin and lost so much weight. He is pale and the wounds all over his body look terrible and are still nothing in comparison to his internal ones.

Yet even in this state, his eyes were wild and lively as he punched Sophie.

“Soph,” I start a bit softer this time, “make sure to keep him alive until we meet with Lily, okay? You owe him,” I remind her one more time.

The brunette just turns to me, annoyance on her face, “I will, Tess so stay quiet so I can focus, okay?” She then takes her hand off her face, revealing a broken nose, and wipes her bloodied hand into what remains of Nathaniel’s shirt, a tiny smirk flashing before she gets back to work, droplets of sweat appearing on her forehead soon after from the strain it puts on her.

“Any news in the community?” I ask as I turn to Aaron and he just shakes his head.

“Only Lily wanted to rush here even though the storm is outside,” he says.

“I always said it, that girl is stupid!” the voice that says that is Nathaniel’s, and all of us turn to him with shock.

“Nat, why are you not sleeping?” even I’m surprised by a hint of annoyance in my voice.

“I wanted to check if mind blender missy won’t try something right after I fall asleep!” he then turns to Sophie that still keeps her hand on him, “and I did not experiment on myself. It’s all precisely calculated magical surgery! I did a lot of testing!”

“Tess, can you zap him?” Sophie asks.

 



 

In the end, I didn’t get zapped and fell asleep even without Tess’s help. One part of me wants to get angry at her but the other one totally understands her and realizes that she would totally do that - for my own good.

And what the heck is this piece of iron that permanently hovers near her? It’s of a similar shape to a javelin and knowing a bit about her skills I can easily imagine how much damage it can deal.

She is currently scouting outside with Aaron and I’m left behind inside the hideout. Well, I’m not alone.

“So you didn’t find the mana stone I left behind?” I ask one more time.

“How the hell do you expect us to find a mana signature so small? You are lucky you left the hideout for a bit and I sensed your mind,” the one to answer is Sophie and I just stare at her for a bit.

I’m prejudiced so that’s why every word she says somehow pisses me off?

“Huh, you want to punch me again, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes,” she quickly adds.

“Yes, I want to.” I agree easily.

She smiles at me, her hand still touching my shoulder and helping me to strengthen my body with the help of her [Mana Infusion], “You helped my sister so I’ll let it pass, I’ll even forget about the punch. As I said before, I owe you a lot. But,” her eyes become sharp as she looks at me, “do not push it.”

I see, so even she changed a little bit within the tutorial.

“Sophie,” I decide to be direct, “let’s not act dumb, okay? I’m sure at this point you do realize that you did mess up a thing or two with my memories on the first floor,” an emotion appears on her face for the tiniest split of a second, something I identify as regret, “it will be me who will decide how much you owe me.” My voice sounds sharp even to myself.

I make sure she is looking into my eyes and wait. I allow her to push a bit of her mana into my body and she uses it in what I guess is a similar way Isabella’s skill that feels the intentions of other people works. I let her feel all my emotions.

She then doesn’t say anything and the silence once again fills out the room.

But even that is good enough as an answer for me.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
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Chapter 124 - New Skill
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                [Manipulation]? Get away from me with that crap! I want [Mana Infusion]!

As we awkwardly sit there with Sophie touching my hand and infusing my body with mana, I continue to observe it, and the more I watch, the more I like her [Mana Infusion].

She is directly infusing my muscles and organs with mana and then, with the help of her [Manipulation], makes them stronger. Can something like that even be seen as manipulating something? I don’t know.

I just know she can infuse my muscles and organs with mana. When I’m strengthening my body, it’s more like I’m coating muscles with mana, some kind of power suit or layer if you will.

BUT!

If I learn her skill, I’ll be able to infuse them directly with mana, and as more time passes, I should be able to learn to permanently infuse, and change them instead of just temporarily quasi-strengthening them.

Wait a moment, does that mean I can remake my body to be mostly made from mana sometime far in the future?

Oh boy, let’s rather not think about it, that sounds too far even to me. Step after step!

And being as irredeemable as I am, I’m already thinking that it might allow me to circumvent the system and strengthen my body without needing to put stats into it.

Sure, I’m doing something similar with Reinforcement construct and Symbiotic transference, but they can be canceled, I need to permanently increase my stats.

Huhuh. I’m stupid, am I not? Well, I’ll think about it. Future problems for future Nathaniel, screw that jerk!

Now then, how did she infuse her mana inside my muscles and organs? How is it possible that this skill allows her to partially ignore bodies’ natural resistance against external mana? Did she move it like this?

“What are you doing?” annoyance is noticeable in her voice.

“I’m testing something, can you try to infuse my right hand with your mana for a while?” I ask and she does so with a sigh.

And I watch the movement of her mana, movement of my mana. How it passes through my skin, and how it reacts when touching my mana. There is a hint of [Mana Manipulation] in this skill.

I stop strengthening my body and leave it up to Sophie and pull all of my [Focus] into observing her skill, ignoring slowly ramping up pain and the state of my body.

I ask her multiple times to do some changes, to try it on my shoulder, to use more mana, to use less mana, move it faster, move it slower.

I ask her to try doing it while I defend myself, and I ask her to observe my tries.

And it’s as I thought. Sophie’s [Manipulation] is a higher version of the manipulation series skill. For example, [Mana Manipulation], or if there are such skills as [Fire Manipulation], [Mind Manipulation].

It works in a similar way as I did evolve my [Mana Perception] into [Perception] that allowed me to perceive not only mana, and I still am not sure of the limits of what I can perceive.

The same goes for Sophie. Her [Manipulation] should include all sorts of manipulations, and it’s only up to her what she decided to master or is more inclined to master.

But even as she is now, her mastery over mana is really amazing. Probably the best out of our group if I’m not counting myself.

That would usually make me think how unfair it is that others started with so powerful a skill, but as of late, I have been thinking over [Focus] a lot and I think I underestimated the skill and I’m not using it to its full potential - not helped by my wrong pick of upgrade that “weakened” it.

But no worries, I’ll fix it.

Then a notification rings.

 

Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

[Mana Infusion]

 



Good, it looks like I was right and my good handling of mana helped me to get this one, I just needed a little bit of push and observe the skill a bit as I tried to do something similar to it a lot while on the second floor.

As always the system doesn’t give explanations to active skills, but I’ll learn it on my own, now then, how is she using it?

I grab and move my mana, infusing at first something simpler with my mana. My wounded left arm. I send mana inside the muscle and it’s not as straightforward as it sounds. I infuse the muscle with mana, its entirety, and then cautiously I move that mana, trying to strengthen the muscle but from inside, taking some inspiration from Hadwin’s [Strengthening]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 1 > Mana Infusion - lvl 2]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 2 > Mana Infusion - lvl 3]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 3 > Mana Infusion - lvl 4]

Huh? That’s easier than I thought it would be?

I finally open my eyes and look at Sophie, who probably felt what I’m doing, and her mouth is slightly agape, and then she closes it and says nothing.

One hour later, my [Mana Infusion] is at level 7, and I walk on my own, infusing and strengthening my body in a similar way Sophie was doing up until now.

 







 

To be honest, I was a little bit worried that others might be a little weak. Yes, I know, I know. There is no way Tess would be weak, yet there was still this small hint of worry.

And now as I gracefully jump from roof to roof together with others, I watch her obliterate monsters.

The weaker ones are dealt with by her lightning attacks that she sometimes imbues into pieces of stone from the houses around and throws at the monsters. It looks like she needs something to imbue them into for longer-ranged lightning attacks.

As for stronger monsters? I barely get a chance to see them. Tess has a skill called [Farsight] so she sees them sooner than I can perceive them, and in these cases, the spear that she told me is of Uncommon rarity, flies into her hand to be imbued with white and red lightning and thrown by her and further boosted by her [Psychokinesis].

The spear is flying so far it’s hard to track with eyes only and leaves behind itself a trail of white and red light only to usually obliterate the monster it hits. A few Gargoyles flying in the air die like this, and even I’m impressed by her accuracy.

The only problem is that she often has to move a bit closer to get the weapon back, so she only uses it on the monsters she can’t finish with material that is around.

Aaron is really fast and with a skill that confuses the monsters he sneaks up on them to stab them a few times before repeating it. Really annoying fighting style.

As for Sophie? She is controlling all the weaker monsters, mostly Rottenfang vermin, and there are already a few dozen of them. Without hesitation, they fight as she wills them to do so.

What I also noticed is that she is infusing them with her mana with [Mana Infusion]. She first connects and manipulates them with [Manipulation] and then through that link, she sends her mana to them, to boost their physical capabilities by a tiny bit.

I could take them on. Yup, I’m totally sure I would win in a 1v3. 

I just can’t help myself and have such thoughts. It’s fun to theorize, so I’m already planning the fight in my head as we move towards the other group that we told to stay in the hideout.

It’s confirmed that the bigger the group, the stronger the monsters appear so we don’t want them to move around with so many people. We can do that after we regroup.

Now that I think about it, we’re only missing Hadwin, Maya, and Dennis and the band is back together? Dang it, so many people, but hey, Hadwin will take care of it, we have a deal right? And as for me, I can go hunting, this time maybe even with Tess. The same as on the first floor - good old times.

It takes us quite some time and it’s not because of slow me, yup, totally not because of me. Bad weather or something.

But when we get there the others clear out the surrounding area and Sophie releases her hold on the rats they then quickly kill them and I graciously let them without trying to kill steal from them.

After making sure we are alone we enter the hideout that is bigger than the ones before and located under one of the houses, a massive underground area, looking more like a cave than a cellar. There are a few mana stones imbued here and there leaking a little bit of yellowish light. The hideout, as ever before, is covered in an intricate web of mana that I’m still unable to fully comprehend.

But before I have more time to observe it I hear a happy scream that I identify as Lily and a petite black-haired girl comes running towards us with a big smile on her face. I notice that she is still missing her arm under her elbow.

Her eyes land on me and her smile becomes a bit less cheery and with every step she takes towards me it becomes less and less of a smile. When she finally stops in front of me, the smile is gone from her face.
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The First Lich Lord







Ezekiel died on Earth only to be resurrected in the body of a Lich

Well, now he’d done it. He was only playing the villain to blow off steam, now he was stuck in the body of one.

Trapped in a hostile world, Zeke must flee his former guild. The problem is, he can only flee into a holy kingdom ruled by the Church of Olattee. Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

Only his power is gone, and he must start over.

Well…. Mostly anyway, he is still a lich after all and he still has his weapon, Mercy, which is more powerful than even he knows.

 



                



Chapter 125 - Sharing pain together


                She then doesn’t say anything and only stares at me. The others are already gone and now there is only this girl, a head and something shorter than me. Her small face is framed by black hair and a tiny nose rests in the middle of it.

Ehm? Please say something.

She does not. Her eyes are piercing me as she grabs my left hand, the one she sacrificed her own left arm to restore. It’s still pale, hairless, and both wounded all over.

Without uttering a word, she sends her mana inside it. That warm mana of hers, feeling like a nice breeze in the hot summer. My arm starts itching immediately and I can feel it healing bit by bit along with my body.

Finally, she lowers her gaze and focuses a bit more on what she does, and I breathe out in relief.

It takes 10 more minutes and Lily stops only when she is totally out of mana, even I can feel that. There is barely any mana left in her body. The mana she could use to continue to restore her left arm.

When she looks up at me her bangs are sticking to her forehead that is wet from the effort she put in. And it was worth it, my body is better now. Not nearly close to being fully healed but I don’t feel like I’ll drop dead the second I stop focusing on my skills.

“You are so stupid,” she says.

The heck?! “You are stupid,” I say in defense. Who is more stupid? Someone that fights to survive or someone that sacrifices their own arm?

Yeah, I thought so. Stupid girl.

“You are stupid or I will not heal you anymore,” she says sharply.

“I’m stupid,” I say.

“Louder.”

“I am stupid!” I say loud enough so everyone in the room can hear it and the girl finally smiles at me. A small, tired smile. Her petite body moves and she gives me a short hug and then she leaves, running back to the others.

Silly girl.

 



 

This is the first time I see Sophie cry as she hugs and holds Isabella, constantly apologizing to her. The little girl cries too and both sisters then spend another hour sitting in the corner whispering something to each other, still in a hug.

After a while, Sophie stands up and comes up to me, her eyes still slightly red and her nose bloodied and still broken as Lily is out of mana.

She opens her mouth to say something and then pauses, going with a shorter version “I owe you,” she says simply, to which I only nod shortly.

She then leaves to rejoin Isabella who smiles and waves at me, holding poor Biscuit in her arms. The best doggo on the third floor already gave up on his fate and just lays there, to be used as a toy by a little girl.

“Well, that was unexpected, “ says Tess, who is sitting near me, her javelin resting against the wall behind her.

Kind of? But yeah, I still don’t trust her.

“Still, be careful around her,” I say to her and Tess nods to that.

“Obviously, I’ll be,” her eyes then check my state again and she asks, “How long do you think it will take you to heal?”

“Around two days if Lily only heals me and every time she gets some mana back? But you shouldn’t wait for me. Go out and hunt, natives have some trap that they use to catch sparrows, they also know where to find a bit of water. A jerk named Cipher will tell you more, he did spend some time with them.”

I continue to tell all the info I collected up until now and she listens carefully, only here and there asking a few questions.

“I’ll try to hunt these sparrows with my skills, maybe my ranged attacks will be able to do it,” as she says so, I can hear some hint of pride she has in her own skill.

Yet, remembering the sparrow I tried to hunt, I can’t help but smirk inside. She will be so surprised.

“Yeah, you can try that. It might work with you,” I say out loud.

Suffer, suffer the same way I did. Be beaten to the pulp by pigeon-sized sparrows and then come back, ashamed and with a broken spirit.

You will share my pain!

 



 

Three hours later, after talking with Cipher and others and leaving for the hunt, Tess returns, her hands empty.

She doesn’t even look at me and only moves to her spot, putting her javelin against the wall behind her.

I then watch her open and clench her fist while dozens of small stones start to float around her as she practices.

Welcome to the club.

 



 

After Lily heals me for the second time and just straight up refuses to fix Sophie’s nose before I’m fully healed, I go to Kim, while leaving the girls to deal with it between the two of them under the watchful eyes of Tess.

Cipher and the icy guy and Goldie are spending most of the time with natives who seem to be close to worshiping Cipher, who is able to create water from the air.

Well, it’s not like they are fully within his grasp, no no. The divine beast hasn’t given up yet!

I don’t know what that silly corgi did but it must have been something amazing as they still keep coming to him and share food with him every time they catch something.

Basking in the glory of our group member we - members of the tutorial are getting something as well. The meat from sparrows seems to be highly caloric but it’s not nearly enough.

Not for us. The natives always eat only a few bites and it seems to be enough for them. They are all thin and also barely drink any water - even if they have weaker bodies than us from the tutorial they seem to be much better adapted.

I pause the thought as I stop in front of Kim, and the boy who is sitting on the ground lifts up his head and looks at me, Aaron is near him.

Not wanting to make it more annoying I just say, “Thanks for taking care of Lily.”

I know how hard it must have been for him, fighting all the monsters while taking care of an unconscious girl. I also know how he feels about her, probably not fully forgetting about what happened to his friend Kevin.

So yeah, I appreciate that as I owe Lily and now I also owe Kim as well. It’s annoying but it feels right.

What appears in his eyes is somewhat of a surprise as he stares at me wordlessly for a bit, only after a while realizing what’s happening and nodding his head.

“Good job,” I add and before I leave I notice that these two words surprised him even more. As if he didn’t expect them at all. But even though his eyes are wetter now he doesn’t seem to hate it and I leave.

 



 

One day and something passes in the darkness of the hideout. The entire time I do not leave it and barely train my body, I only move my mana, getting used to my new skill and observing my constructs. I also plan and examine my body and continue to watch the way Lily heals me.

Natives and even members of our group keep moving in and out of the hideout. Hunting monsters, hunting food, helping Cipher level up his skill that is currently the main source of water for us.

We also find the temporal spring natives talked about. It appears in the tunnels not that far from our hideout and it only lasts for one minute and they bring back the water. They are happy with the amount but in my eyes its so little and the others agree.

It’s already decided that we move further inside the city. To hunt. To find more resources and to finally start doing something about our Floor Quest.

It will be dangerous, but we don’t have a choice. As always the system continues to force us to move where it wants us to go.

“Status,” I whisper, saying it out loud for the first time after a long time.

 

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 266d 21h 31m 36s

Traits (1/3): Mana Circuit (Passive)



Lvl 91

Strength: 25

Dexterity: 27

Constitution: 86

Mana: 265



[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Lvl 31

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 32

Perception - Lvl 25

Oscillation - Lvl 23

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 22

Armament - Lvl 27

Mana Surge - Lvl 18

Disruption - Lvl 18

Mana Infusion - Lvl 8

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)



[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

 

My first goal is to finally reach level 100 and finish the side quest that will reward me with a body upgrade token. The next step is to get [Armament] to level 30 and complete the second side quest that will reward me with a skill upgrade token.

I also need to level up Lily a bit and my body is already itching to finally test out my new construct.

There is so much to do.

 



 

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Hey Noname, guess who is already level 100?
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                    Thanks for reading! Don’t forget to rate, follow, favorite, and all that good stuff.

Patreon is ahead by 30 chapters > Patreon

Discord still exists > Discord

Have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 126 - The Sparrow Hunter 1000


                Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - I think we are closer to the middle of the city than you guys, so we will wait here. Don’t forget, there is a massive area that is covered in a poisonous cloud but you can pick an air purifier from side quest rewards. We found a few uncommon gear parts inside such a cloud.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Understood, in a day or two we will start moving. But first, we will need to get our teamwork together and decide what to do with the natives.

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Sounds good, take care.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Hey, Hadwin, did you guys find Ligma?

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Huh, I don’t think so? What’s Ligma?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Ligma ba…

I turn off the community before Brainiac finishes his sentence and take in a deep breath. Goddamnit, I despise that annoying hideout.

Also, super thank you, Lily, my body feels like new! Well, it’s weakened because of how hungry I’m getting and there’s not much water, but hey, I’m still alive so there is at least something positive.

“Same as before?” Tess asks while her javelin hovers behind her back.

There are currently only two of us and the main goal is to level up as much as possible. As during the good old times on the first floor.

“Sounds good,” there is no need to say more, and finally, without feeling like my body is about to break apart, I send mana through it and start sending some of it to the Kinetic heart, immediately using the energy I get to strengthen my body even further and to use it to propel myself ahead.

I jump from roof to roof, feeling the air hitting my body and I fly through the air I can’t help but feel happy, and just for the fun of it, I release a massive wave of kinetic energy, breaking the roof I’m on and flying high in the air where I pause for a second, taking in the view before falling down and continuing to run.

The first monster Tess finds and points me towards is a Gargoyle. A flying kind that is able to strengthen their bodies.

So to test it out I release the kinetic mana heart a bit more and turn all the kinetic energy it produces into strengthening my body. I increase my endurance and speed, the result showing immediately as I dash at the speed of someone with a much higher stat in physical attributes.

Not even hesitating I jump only with the strength of my body and mana and fly through the air reaching the Gargoyle immediately and grabbing its neck only to pull it down towards the ground with me.

This time I do not absorb the energy of my fall and only increase my energy further as my heart beats and sends waves through my body.

We crash through the side of one roof and fall on the street, the monster immediately attacking me. But there is no damage and I even take some energy from its swings to strengthen my body even further. The gargoyle continues to try to hit me, to try to break my arm, to scratch me.

Even without using [Armament], it doesn’t hurt me with normal attacks.

I let it go for one more minute, increasing my efficiency a bit and testing if I can strengthen only one body part instead of the entire body. Then I use Symbiotic Transference upgrade of [Redistribution] to boost my strength and tear the monster’s head apart from its body.

[You have defeated a Gargoyle - lvl 71]

Quite low level, but good enough for testing.

“Are you done? There are 2 more Gargoyles coming and one Alghoul.” Tess says, squatting on the roof over me and looking down with something that I identify as amusement.

I jump up and join her on the roof, “Can you only support me for a bit? I want to test a few things.”

“Sure, take your time.”

“Thanks,” I say and dash towards where the other monsters are coming from.

This time I feed my Kinetic Heart with more mana, around 40% that I regulate with Mana Regulator. Every beat of my heart sends plenty of kinetic energy through my body and before it poses any problem I turn it into a thermal one and a massive yellow flame blazes into existence, reaching far in front of me and roaring audibly.

I [Focus] and narrow the cone until it’s as thick as my leg and shoot it towards the gargoyles that fly through the air, avoiding the flame that tracks them until I burn the wing of one of them and it falls to the ground, only to be hit by the full power of my flame and burned to ashes in a bit over two seconds.

[You have defeated a Gargoyle - lvl 75]

The other gargoyle charges me, tattoos glowing on its body. It reaches me quickly and for a moment my flames disappear only so a shockwave of kinetic energy hits the monster and sends it flying away.

Quickly after I transfer the energy into thermal and the flame roars once more, burning the monster that continues to charge through them, its tattoos glowing more and more as I also increase the power of my flames that are getting stronger with every heartbeat of my heart.

I narrow the cone even further and continue to focus it on the monster’s chest that slowly loses its arm, then leg, and finally falls to the ground, its body glowing red and burning, the heat palpable in the air.

[You have defeated a Battle Gargoyle - lvl 81]

There is much more kinetic energy than what I was getting from absorbing from my mana orbs that I spun around my body and it also allows me to focus more on skill usage. Plus I’m not even using the full power of this newest construct so that’s something to be excited about.

Good! I would say it was worth it nearly dying because of it, well, and a few more things. But who watches that?

It’s all in the past!

Now then, it’s time to level up my [Armament] too.

I turn to the alghoul that is down on the streets and the mana projectile appears hovering over my shoulder I make it as big as an arrow and then add more of them. Screw efficiency, I have plenty of mana, don’t I? I shoot them all towards the monster, further boosting them with the kinetic energy that my heart generates.

The street becomes destroyed, obliterated by the rain of mana arrows, yet the monster still lives. Greenish flames flow all over its broken body that starts to mend.

Oh, I’m not done yet.

For the next ten seconds, I continue to boost dozens, hundreds of mana arrows towards the monster, destroying the street even further and then finally overwhelming its healing capabilities.

[You have defeated an Alghoul - lvl 84]

 



 

Next to attack is another Battle Gargoyle and this time I try something different.

Mana flows from my body only to start forming into a shape of a javelin that is as long as my body and hovers to my right. I send more and more mana to it, making it denser and its color becomes a darker shade of blue.

This time even my [Mana Surge] activates and I give it as much kinetic energy as I can and shoot it at the monster that is on one of the roofs.

The javelin misses but then it just continues to fly and pierces through what seems like at least five houses then hits the ground and stab itself so deep only a little part is sticking out.

And only then it starts to slowly dissipate, the weapon dense enough to endure this all.

Did you see that, Tess?! My Sparrow Hunter 1000 is ready!

The young blonde woman doesn’t seem to be too impressed and her javelin flies too, followed by a train of lightning that accurately pierces through the chest of the gargoyle and a burst of lightning flows from it, frying the monster that falls down dead.

Show off.

We spend the entire day hunting the monsters and slowly they start appearing stronger with even some named ones in between them. I once again finish the side quest and immediately drink the water and eat the little food I get, as the second reward I pick warm clothes again that I immediately put on myself.

To complete the side quest again I need to kill 700 enemies, the system being true to its assholish tendencies.

But I do not despair. The reward for all this hunting is 5 levels and one level in [Armament] and surprisingly even in [Mana Infusion]

Both skills work really nicely together and the skill I learned from Sophie allows me to push my mana creations even further and infuse them with more mana and faster. Something I didn’t think of but now when I use it it makes a lot of sense.

So with 4 levels missing to 100 and 2 levels missing to getting [Armament] to level 30, we return back to the hideout as it’s already darkening outside. But that’s not all. I’ll take some rest, I’ll drink some water and eat some food they got as the leech I am and then I will go outside and hunt.

I’ll go and see what lurks around during the night.

Screw Savant’s level 100.

            


Chapter 127 -  Into the night


                First, I make sure Lily gets some water and food; she seems really thin. Well, all of us have lost some weight. The interesting thing is that if we went through this back on Earth, most of us would be done by now. It shows that even without the usage of skills and just by having mana and increased stats, our bodies started to change.

At what point do we stop being able to call ourselves humans? I do not know, but to be honest, I don’t care that much. 

I am me, and I’ll stay me. If I decide to change, it will be my decision, and I do not care much about what others will call me.

Another thing is Biscuit. I like him, I really do. The doggo might be silly, but he is surprisingly smart and gentle with all of us. Maybe not everything is lost when animal archmages take over. Biscuit might protect us, remembering the bits of food we gave him back on the first floor.

Still, does he really have to use eight massive mana arms to move, using them instead of his legs that hang in the air? He looks like a massive spider with the body of a pottymouthed telepathic corgi.

It creeps me out, so I use [Disruption] to cancel this abomination. I don’t put much effort into it and only send a wave of disruptive mana towards him.

The corgi resists.

“…”

What?

The heck?!

He glances at me with a cheeky look in his eyes. He is laughing at me, is he not? He is totally making fun of me!

I send another wave of disruptive mana towards him, and finally, the eight arms made of mana disappear, and the corgi plops down on his short legs and woofs at me.

I succeeded, but I know it’s only the beginning of the end. The corgi has already started to learn how to fight against [Disruption].

What have I done?

 



 

After booping Biscuit’s snout like five times – I gotta enjoy it while I’m stronger – I join Isabella and Sophie. I just nod at Sophie, but the little girl gives me a small, short hug and then sits down, smiling at me.

“You were totally right! Doggo’s snout is amazing to boop!” Her face glows as she says so.

“I told you! Also, you should try to gently pull his whiskers; he then woofs softly. But only do it two times; after that, he becomes super annoyed.” I tell her.

Isabella giggles. “I’ll do that!”

Out of all of us, little Isabella lost the least weight, and I lost the most, even though I probably finished off the most monsters. Hmm, is there any correlation?

“Who are you?” Sophie asks with a weird look on her face.

So rude, but anyway, I wanted something.

I hand her a small mana stone. “Can you infuse it with your mana using your skill?”

She nods and does just that, and I grab the stone from her and leave afterwards without saying anything else.

“What the hell?” I hear behind me, but I ignore it.

I examine the mana stone that is now leaking her mana quickly, and I do it until it’s fully empty. Then I go to Tess and ask her to do the same, and she does just that, and I sit next to her, examining the stone again.

After all the mana leaks, I do it as well. I do it two times, and in both cases, I use as similar an amount of mana as I can.

For the first try, I use only [Mana Manipulation], and for the second one, I use [Mana Infusion].

In both cases, I examine the stone until the mana depletes.

The results are as follows:

[Mana Infusion] fills up the stone faster, much faster, and also fills it up more evenly. Also, mana infused by this skill stays in the item for longer. I already tested it and tried to infuse mana into stuff like a piece of cloth, a normal stone, and iron weapons.

When I use the skill to infuse it into a mana stone, it feels much smoother, fills faster, and holds the mana for longer. On the other side, the materials I tried are much worse.

But it’s possible to use [Mana Infusion] to fill items with mana, and that’s good to know.

On the other side, if I or other people try it with [Mana Manipulation] or without the skill, or with a similar skill, it fills slower, and the distribution is much worse. For example, there are some places that fill with a much denser amount of mana, and some not as much, and it sometimes even damages the item.

Even as high as my [Mana Manipulation] is, it still can’t compare to the other skill when it comes to infusing mana into something.

But that’s just it. The skill only allows me to infuse an item with mana, and what happens afterwards is something other skills have to deal with, and I have a few really good ones!

Even strengthening my body is now better, and it alleviates some pressure in comparison to doing it in a different way. But the biggest difference comes up with the use of [Armament]. The two skills work amazingly together.

[Armament] is much faster and allows me to create even denser weapons or armor around my body. Also, the shields I’m able to create became stronger.

It allows me to have a much stronger ranged attack without worrying about mana projectiles disappearing or being too weak, and not having to spend so much time creating them that would make them unusable.

Good. Good!

But I will not stop! The next goal is to evolve the skill into [Infusion]. I want to infuse stuff with thermal energy and kinetic energy. I want to infuse my mana projectiles with [Disruption], and [Oscillation].

Well, I could probably do it even now in some roundabout janky way, and I even tried it, but it just takes way too long to be usable, and the effect disappears too quickly when I’m not touching it.

I stop my thoughts for a second and listen. The wind outside still doesn’t blow too hard, and I already decided to leave only when it’s the strongest so I’ll have some backup source of kinetic energy.

I also know that I’ll have to rely on perceiving mana, and it’s almost impossible to see out there.

“Do you still want to go out?” Tess asks. “Lily will be angry.”

“It’s fine. It’s easier to beg for forgiveness than to get permission.” And what is she? My mom? I’m not scared of her. 

But seriously, I hope she won’t refuse to heal me.

“I’ll go with you,” Tess adds simply, and one look at her tells me enough that she did think it through and knows how dangerous it might be.

Well, who am I to refuse? Tess is her own person, and she should be able to hold her own out there. I already saw it multiple times.

“Sounds good,” I answer, and this time, it’s her who nods.

Now then, back to experimenting. I still should have around one hour left.

 



 

It’s dark, and we can barely see anything. The wind continues to pummel against our bodies and to be honest, it’s stronger than I expected it to be, to the point that it surprises me that it doesn’t destroy some of the buildings.

I already have my [Perception] running as a replacement for my sight, but what about Tess? Is she even able to see with her [Farsight]?

When I turn to her, I notice that she is looking straight at me, and when I wave my hand, she waves it as well, perfectly copying my movement. It’s telling enough.

Okay, her skill might be better than I thought, allowing her a bit more than just seeing far. Lightning also keeps crackling around her body every once in a while.

The mana I feel from it is sharp and strong.

Time to go. My heart beats, and with a push against the ground, I propel myself high onto the roof, sending a wave of mana into our surroundings, and then turning to Tess, who also shakes her head.

Nothing so far, so we move in the direction we decided on before, not too far from the hideout so we can get back for some help if needed.

After around five minutes of running, we stop, and I start sending waves of mana into our surroundings as some sort of lighthouse, and we wait.

Once in a while, I absorb some kinetic energy from the wind and throw it against the houses around us. It doesn’t take much time for me to destroy a few of them. Doing so, I also realize that this kinetic energy from the wind is a bit harder to use than the energy from my Kinetic Heart.

Interesting. More testing needed!

When Tess finally spots some monster, I stop with that and instead switch to [Armament]. The armor that appears around me is not as translucent as before, and instead, it’s a darker shade of blue that is still somewhat see-through, but much stronger.

The armor is a weird combination of medieval-age-like armor and modern armor that special ops or soldiers tend to use. It’s also not too bulky and without useless parts.

In the end, a helmet appears around my head, a helmet with a smooth front without any holes for the eyes or nose.

With my new skill, I make them all as strong as possible and even infuse my body with mana before strengthening it with Symbiotic Transference.

Then I sense the monsters I can’t see yet, jump onto the roof. 
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Chapter 128 - Tricolored Mana
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                I grab hold of the wind around us, and for a split second, silence ensues, only for me to release all the energy and blast away the mist, and then a short blaze of flame, lights up the surroundings. Before the wind and mist come back, we spot the monster.

It’s twice my height, tall and slim, with a body covered in dark black fur. Even under the fur, I can see dexterous and dangerous muscles. It stands on its two legs with arms long enough to nearly touch the floor.

Its head is elongated into a massive maw filled with long, sharp teeth, and above it are two eyes that glow in the surrounding darkness with a green light.

The monster is partially rotted, with missing pieces of body and fur, revealing sickly grayish skin and terrible wounds all over its body.

[Undead Werewolf - lvl ?]

The monster charges right after the mist fills out the surroundings and its target is Tess. Chunks of the roof are torn apart, and nearly the entire roof flies at the monster, only for it to bulldoze through and reach Tess, who stands in a battle stance, lightning creating something like armor around her body.

I can feel her using mana, and the monster tries to hit her, only to be stopped by an invisible barrier around the blonde and be sent flying backward, the red and white lightning cracking and burning its body.

I dash as well towards the werewolf, which quickly lands on its long thin legs and sprints towards me. I strengthen my body and armor even more, and our bodies meet in an exchange of blows. In the end, I’m sent flying away from the roof, the armor around my chest dented but quickly repairing.

I push against the wall of the house I’m about to hit and propel myself back onto the roof, the house behind me exploding under the pressure.

On the roof, Tess is already exchanging blows with the monster, her nimble body dodging every hit she can, and when she is unable, an invisible wall stops the monster. The entire time, lightning crackles around and through her body, seemingly making her faster.

Then the javelin, floating over her, comes flying down with terrifying speed, barely missing the monster, which dodges with impossible speed. The javelin pierces through the roof and most likely the entire house.

I create dozens of mana arrows and make them as dense as possible, and at my signal, Tess jumps away, and they all fly at the monster, boosted to a terrifying degree. But the werewolf roars, and the mana flares up around it.

The monster’s body becomes a wreck under the power of the mana projectiles, with most of its head missing. But its body grows even bigger, and its fur becomes even darker, while it keeps its creepy long-limbed proportions and decaying body.

It howls, a terrifying sound audible even through the raging wind, and I feel my body freeze in place. Immediately, I create two massive shields made out of mana and send them in front of Tess, where they slow down the monster. Next, I send a disruptive wave of mana around my body, freeing myself and propelling ahead to clash with the monster that has already dealt with two shields.

The monster is now bigger, and I’m barely able to push it far enough, but both of us fall from the roof, only to continue the fight on the ground. A sword made of mana appears in my hands, and I grab the monster with [Redistribution] to slow it down, but it’s unable to fully stop it.

My sword slashes multiple times a second, yet it is unable to kill the monster that ignores the wounds and dodges anything too dangerous. Only for it to howl again and get healed, and I have to use disruptive mana to free myself.

I grab the kinetic energy I absorbed and turn it into thermal energy, but the flames… the flames don’t come out. The moment they should appear, they get canceled by the strong wind and something else, something in the wind. The flames immediately die off.

Without any warning, a massive javelin comes flying down from the sky with a speed that is impossible to track, and it pierces through the monster, a hook at the end of the javelin tying it to the ground. This allows me to cut off one of its legs and then dash away on Tess’s signal.

The house to my right explodes into rubble that immediately starts orbiting around Tess, together with cracking lightning. Half of the house spins around her like a massive orb, crashing against the nearby houses, and the sound of rumbling is audible even through the roaring wind.

The rubble spins faster and faster, and I reach out towards the werewolf and put everything into slowing it down and absorbing the kinetic energy of its movement. It howls again, but it’s too late, and all the rubble flies at it, pummeling, tearing, and breaking its body into a bloody mess.

When the attack is finished, I send a wave of kinetic energy towards the wolf, pushing away the rubble, and dash at it with a sword in my hand. It dodges my slash, but the stone filled with lightning mana explodes, removing half of its head, and I see it opening its mouth.

My heart beats, and my speed increases, elongating the sword that cuts off the monster’s head. Then it slashes through its chest, and to make sure, I use [Disruption], boosted with [Mana Surge], to cover the area and continue to push against the werewolf’s mana until finally, the notification sounds.

[You have defeated an Undead Werewolf - lvl 119]

[Lvl 96 > Lvl 97]

[Disruption - lvl 18 > Disruption - lvl 19]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 9 > Mana Infusion - lvl 10]

Damn it, not even a named one.

When I move closer to Tess, she pushes against the wind around us and creates something like a small spherical bubble around us that partially blocks the roaring wind.

“Poor people that used to live in that house you just wrecked,” I can’t help but say.

“What are you even talking about? It was like that when we got here,” she shoots back.

“That’s true, some unfortunate natural cause, I guess.”

“Yes, it’s really weird,” she shakes her head, and a smile flashes across her face before it disappears, “You know, you’ve changed a little bit,” she starts again, this time a bit more carefully.

Well, wouldn’t it be weird if I didn’t? But yes, she is right, and even I noticed it. As for whether it’s for the better or worse, only time will tell, but so far… it’s not that bad, I guess.

“How is your mana?” I ask instead.

“It’s okay for now. We can continue,” she answers while stretching a little bit. “You know, I missed hunting with you. Sophie and Aaron aren’t exactly a fitting combination with me.”

“Tess, are you trying to summon a death flag?”

“We can continue to hunt for a bit more, and then I can get back to my family and finally fulfill my dream of opening a small restaurant,” she continues to joke and then pretends to pull out a photo from her pocket. “This is my daughter and wife. Aren’t they cute?”

As she jokes, her face is still somehow deadpan and we move inside one of the houses after I shoot out another makeshift signal flare, trying to lure more monsters to us.

The room is dusty, but the furniture, even though old and breaking in some places, seems clearly more luxurious than the ones before, a clear sign that we are getting closer to the middle of the city.

I then start creating a javelin made of mana and making it more dense and durable with the help of [Mana Infusion] and [Mana Manipulation], all while Tess continues to watch me carefully.

“That’s a lot of mana,” she says.

“It is?” I ask back, seriously curious. Both of us went through different situations, and even our builds are different, so how does she see what I do?

“Yes, even I can tell that without examining it closer. Usually, weapons made of mana are more see-through and feel weaker, if I can say so.” She then reaches her hand and touches the javelin, and I release my hold on it, and it falls into her hand.

“It’s lighter than it should be, but that’s probably because of the mana,” she says. After she says so, I can feel her reaching to it with her [Psychokinesis]. “Hmm, it’s also really hard to control, even though you are not touching it. Maybe it’s still partially considered to be your mana?”

“I think so. You would need a much higher level to be able to control the ambient mana and mana of other people, even if it’s something like this. It is still considered to be mana and not an item.”

I reach out and make it move to me, easily overpowering the hold she has over it.

One more minute passes, and I continue to infuse more and more mana into it, making the color a darker and darker shade of blue.

Hmm, how far can I push it? It still doesn’t feel like I’ve reached a limit, so I activate more of my skills, and then getting an idea, I use [Redistribution] too in combination with [Mana Infusion].

Why didn’t I think of it sooner? I should be able to [Redistribute] my own mana, right?

Notifications ring in my head, and a massive amount of mana quickly leaves my body, moving at dizzying speed through [Mana Infusion] into the javelin in my hand.

The weapon made of mana at first becomes darker, and then it starts changing. Wisps of vibrant light blue and purple pass through it, mixing and creating a beautiful tricolored shine, and the javelin starts to hum in my hand, seemingly becoming even more dense.

I quickly stop redistributing mana, and even then, I feel the weapon I made fighting against me, threatening to explode and release the massive amount of mana I infused it with.

Oh, this can’t be good.
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Chapter 129 - Let’s be more careful


                I stand up and quickly throw the weapon I created with all the force I can muster, even boosting it with kinetic energy.

The javelin flies, shining in beautiful light blue, light purple, and dark blue colors, leaving a trail of mana behind it. It pierces through three houses before it untangles, releasing all the mana it held in one massive explosion.

Threads of mana wave from the javelin, slashing and cutting apart the surrounding area. Tendrils of three different colors and even a shockwave can be felt as the densely squeezed mana expands.

As a result, a massive area around the javelin ends up destroyed, breaking apart, and debris of stone and wood falls down with loud noises, releasing dust and small pieces of debris that immediately get blown away by the wind.

The best part is that it wasn’t even meant to be an attack. All of this was only densely squeezed mana untangling as I released my hold over it and stopped forcing it to move.

Yes, I said that, the best part!

The heck, how great is that? Sure, I could do something similar using [Redistribution], but that’s not the point.

Just how strong can my armor be? How strong can my projectiles be if I learn to control it a bit more? And why the heck did I not think of redistributing my mana to make it faster and push through the limit I felt? It sounds so logical now that I get to it.

I quickly check the notifications.

[Redistribution - lvl 23 > Redistribution - lvl 24]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 10 > Mana Infusion - lvl 11]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 11 > Mana Infusion - lvl 12]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 12 > Mana Infusion - lvl 13]

[Armament - lvl 28 > Armament - lvl 29]

Oh my, I like this! Let’s try it again!

“Nat,” I hear, and turn to Tess, who looks at me with a serious look on her face. “That javelin contained more mana than my entire mana pool.”

Tess is there with her stern gaze, her features in a serious expression. The weight of her words hangs heavy between us. She seems to be warning me, indirectly telling me to be more careful.

Ok, that’s quite scary now that I think about it.

“Can you keep watch?” I ask instead and don’t even bother sending another signal. If no monsters come after this, nothing will lure them closer.

The blonde just shakes her head and sighs, yet she still keeps watch. Her eyes continue to pierce through the darkness around us and look for mana signatures moving towards us.

And I create a small orb of pale blue mana and start infusing it with as much mana as I’m able to. At some point, I have to stop, unable to push more. It just feels like there is resistance as if the orb is full. But then I use [Redistribution], which moves a massive amount of mana and quickly, easily pushes against this resistance, and passes through [Mana Infusion] inside the orb.

This time, I’m more careful and observe as the light blue and purple colors get inserted into a dark blue orb. The colors do not mix to create other colors; instead, it looks as if they all swirl inside the orb. Imagine dropping drops of dye into a glass of water and then swirling it without the colors mixing.

Actually, it’s quite beautiful.

Seeing that I can push even more, I force the mana inside the orb, and now I notice that it really has become heavier. How does it even make sense? If mana had such weight, wouldn’t I become heavier every time I use mana?

Yet it still somehow does, the tricolored orb with mana swirling inside it and with every passing moment threatening to explode right there in my hand.

As I watch it, it just feels like something I shouldn’t be doing, like something I shouldn’t be ABLE to do.

At that moment, I hesitate. All my senses warn me, nearly screaming in my head and as I’m about to push even more mana into the small orb, I slowly come back to reality, feeling as if I just woke up.

This is dangerous; I should give it some time and not push it the way I did when creating my second construct. There, I also hurried too much and made my move earlier than I should have, and it almost cost me my life.

So let’s wait. Let’s think about it more and examine it more.

As for the orb, I shoot it as far as I can, and after a few seconds, it expands into a bubble with a surface made of tricolored mana, a bubble as big as an entire house.

While expanding, the orb’s surface is firm, winning against the material the house is made of and pushing it away while staying anchored to the place as it expands.

Then, the bubble made of mana bursts open with an audible pop, and as if affected by some extremely strong siphon force, the pieces of the trashed house are pulled to where the center of the orb used to be, crashing against each other, and some breaking even further as they spin for a while around the center.

Then, for a short moment, silence ensues before the wind and mist fill out the empty space in the air. The house is gone, destroyed by an orb not bigger than a grape. An orb I could fill with even more mana.

Yup, let’s be more careful. Very careful.

 



 

What appears after a few more minutes is something we decide not to fight and hide from without any hesitation. We came here to level and hunt, not to die, you know. This is just a straight-up unfair match.

The monster is massive, easily as big as a house and a bit, walking through the streets without any worry in the world. Its head towers over the slightly smaller houses. One of its eyes is missing, and the other one, milky white, glows in a sickly green color, shining even in the darkness of the city and the mist.

The monster walks on all fours, weirdly limping yet moving nimbly. Over the middle of its back, three projectiles made of green mana float. Mana arrows, each as big as a car and elongated into a sharp shape.

Yup, Bambi’s curse is back and stronger than ever before.

[Undead Aberrant Deer - lvl ??]

So yeah, we both sit inside a house while the massive undead deer passes by. Each of us limits our mana as much as we can and pulls it all back into our bodies in an attempt to stop its leakage outside that could warn the monster.

There is also a worry that it might find us through heat detection or sniff us out or whatever, but that’s something too late to worry about.

The massive monster appeared almost out of nowhere and rushed towards where my orb exploded, destroying a few dozen houses that stood in its way, literally bulldozing through them without taking any damage.

There isn’t a single thought of fighting it in my mind. I touched its mana only once, and the feeling of it disturbed me deeply.

This is not a fight I should take right now, not even with Tess by my side.

So there we are, both close to each other, nearly hugging, as I try to create a disrupting field around us, reducing even the small mana particles we leak to smaller ones, all while only controlling my mana.

Tess’s eyes are firm, and even in this situation, she is reliable as always. She is not using any skills at all, and we are not even looking towards the monster, as there are monsters able to detect even someone just looking at them.

Hell, the Undead Aberrant Deer could be now easily staring through the window at us.

The only sense left to us is hearing and feeling the vibrations. Even through the raging wind, we hear the monster’s steps and feel vibrations going through our bodies every time it takes another one.

The monster continues to destroy a few more houses near the place where the orb exploded, and we only sit there, waiting for minutes after which the silence ensues after a few more steps the undead monster takes.

But we continue to stay in that same place for one hour longer, not daring to make any move and limiting our mana. Only after a long while, I let out a quiet sigh of relief.

We survived, but goddamn it, that was tense.

Finally, after an hour of sitting in the corner of the room, I open my eyes and lift up my head to look outside at the result of the monster’s attack.

And there, staring right at me without blinking and from behind the window, is the eye nearly as big as me.

The deer’s only eye that glows in a green color.

            


Chapter 130 - How much is your mana?
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                I put my hand on Tess’s shoulder and squeeze it strongly, giving her a warning not to move at all and not to do anything stupid. I can feel her body tense under my hand as she, too, stares right at the monster’s eyes outside the window.

She then does nothing to fight and continues to suppress her mana while staying quiet.

The eye continues to look at us, a milky white blind eye of the undead aberrant deer. There are no eyelids to blink, and the sickly green color slightly lights up the room.

I calm my breathing even further, and even though of the situation we are in, my heart continues to beat calmly. I avert my gaze and just look at the green light that lights up one of the walls.

A few moments later, the light disappears, and I see the monster walking away after I look outside the window. It moves quietly, not even touching the houses near it. This time there are no vibrations as it walks.

A few more minutes pass, and then a massive wave of mana hits us. The monster jumps high in the air and then starts running on it as if it’s ground, while small flashes of mana light the surroundings every time its hooves hit the air.

It finally disappears and I let go of Tess, and we continue to hide our mana until the morning when the wind stops and the mist disappears.

“Well, that was something,” is the first thing she says, her voice still bearing some tension. “Maybe we should just try to find monsters next time instead of luring them to us?”

Maybe we should just not leave the hideout at all?

“What level do you think it was?” Tess asks.

“150 to 300. I think that’s the range for two question marks,” I say and explain a bit more when she asks me.

“Interesting. I think I agree with you and I also have a few theories.”

“That makes me curious. Do tell,” I say as we walk back to our hideout, side by side. The tension is slowly disappearing now that there is a light.

“First, the wind is here either created by the field around the city or used to cancel out any flames that could burn the city. It’s probably also partially working during the day, but it’s much stronger at night for some reason.”

“Oh, that’s quite a good theory,” did she get that from seeing my flames die out quickly in the wind?

“The second theory is that the mist somehow confuses the monsters and blocks their ability to sense mana, helping people hide during the night. Only really strong pulses of mana allow the monster to detect the source.”

“Are you maybe really smart, Tess?”

She laughs shortly as she jumps over the debris, softly landing on her feet. I can see her using some mana to do so, “It’s just basic observation.”

Not wanting to be left behind, I also add something, “And I think that the version of the story for this floor that the natives told isn’t something we should fully trust. Not because they are lying to us, but because it’s all just rumors and legends they have.”

“Sounds reasonable. The quest objective is to put the saint to rest, which made me think that the saint will be undead, as it says to put to rest instead of killing. That’s quite weird,” she says.

“But it won’t be as simple. It says ‘to final rest,’ so maybe he or she really became undead, for a while, after dying and then returned back to life? That could explain why the field around the city is still working.” While waiting for her answer, a small orb of mana floats in the palm of my arm, and I continue to infuse it with mana.

“That makes me curious about what we’ll find in the middle of the city, with hopefully more water and flora. And also, what do you want to do with that Cipher guy?” She looks at me, a slight annoyance flashing through her eyes. 

I see, she dislikes the guy as well.

“Let him deal with the natives. If he goes too far, I’ll do something about it. And we just need to keep him alive for water,” I say, and to be honest, I really wanted to try to learn his water skill, but now?

I reach the point of resistance, and I can’t infuse more mana into the orb. So I use [Redistribution], and my mana pushes through that resistance, and wisps of purple and light blue mana start filling the dark blue orb, mixing and swirling inside.

“I’m still amazed at how much mana you can pack into that thing,” Tess’s voice is curious as she stops and observes the orb floating in the palm of my arm. “Is the orb the best shape for training?”

“Yup, it feels the easiest to use, and it’s the simplest to create,” I stop pushing mana inside the orb, and currently, it’s only half as strong as the one from last night. “But you know, it’s getting kind of scary, Tess.”

“Oh yeah? Did you realize it only now? How much of your mana did you even use on the one from before?”

“I don’t know, maybe 10%?”

Her step falters, and she stops and gives me a long, examining look. “You are not joking,” she declares, reading it from my face.

“Why would I lie to you about that…”

She lifts her hand, stopping me from talking. “Nathaniel, my mana stat isn’t even at 100. How much is your mana?”

After a quick check, I tell her, “284 and growing.”

Another long pause, and then a sigh. “Let’s ignore the numbers for now, but the last time you created the orb, it felt like something I would need all my mana to create, yet you said it was only 10%. The numbers don’t fit.”

“Oh, it’s simple. Efficiency. I have multiple skills and passives and even a trait that help me with that.”

What do you think I risked my life so many times for? I would be super mad if something like this wasn’t the case.

She opens her mouth, pauses, gives it a bit more thought, and then opens it again, “You do you, Nat. Just be careful, okay?”

That’s why I like Tess.

“Yup, do you need any help with your skills? Maybe I can offer a bit of advice,” I offer, and I believe that. I know that I’m good when it comes to handling mana.

And I’m also curious about her skills, to be honest. Currently, I do not have time to learn from her as I have a lot to go through, but just satisfying my curiosity a bit is enough.

“Well, my main one is [Psychokinesis], and that’s something you probably won’t be able to help me much with. [Farsight] is growing nicely; I can see really far, and when I put in effort, I can see mana. And by that, I mean the mana around every person that their body leaks.”

“Oh, that’s quite cool. So it only works with sight, and there isn’t any other sense it affects?”

“Yes, only sight, as the name says. Is there anything you’re talking about?”

“Yup, you can evolve your skill…” I then explain my past experiences to her. To her, it’s a bit of a surprise, but in the end, she agrees that it makes sense. 

However, she still doesn’t agree with me on one thing. She wants to keep her [Farsight] to only include sight and take it to the extreme. It’s not a bad way to go about this, but neither is mine where [Perception] includes multiple senses. But hey, we will see.

“Currently, I’m working on my [Lightning Armor],” As she says it, lightning starts to crackle around her body, the same she used in our fight versus the werewolf. “It boosts my stats and also has defensive capability.”

I can see that she is quite happy with the skill, a small smile appearing on her lips as she manipulates the lightning around her body. 

I’m not going to lie; it looks pretty as flickers of red and white lightning crack over her body, making her blonde hair stand up slightly and putting some light on her face, lighting up her smile.

I think it fits her.

“Oh, and one more thing, this one is a bit more weird-sounding, [Declaration].”

The moment she says the name, I know it’s yet another powerful skill, similar to [Disintegration] or [Manipulation] and probably [Focus].

“So, what does it do?”

“Currently? Nothing, but I’m trying to Declare this javelin to be mine. If I’m right, it will mean I can move it even if it’s way out of the range of my [Psychokinesis],” she then shrugs her shoulders.

“Maybe you should think a bit bigger. How about you try to Declare that your wounds are healed? Or Declare that your weapon is much stronger than it is?” That makes her look at me, and I can see thoughts wildly going through her mind.

“Skills with such unclear names usually have a lot of options to be used,” I finish. It’s something I’ve given a lot of thought to, and I don’t think I’m wrong.

Level 30 for a skill? That sounds like a beginning. I’m sure as time passes, the level-ups will become much harder, and the skill will become much stronger. Even Lissandra’s world-ending [Singularity] had to start at level one, and the same goes for the skill named [Dawn] of the man named Tristan, a skill with a quite silly and not dangerous-sounding name that wiped out the life from the surface of an entire planet.

 



 

It’s already been 10 minutes since we came back to the hideout when I walk up to Lily, who sits near Isabella and Biscuit, two girls happily talking together while the mighty divine beast endures.

When I get to them, Lily looks up with a smile. “Hello!” she says.

“Kitty man!” Isabella shouts, and I silence her with one long look.

“Never mention it again, and I’ll let you play with Biscuit one more time,” I say.

“Three times!”

“Two.”

“Deal!” she giggles and goes back to hugging Biscuit, who looks at me.

Is this disappointment in your eyes? Please forgive me, Biscuit! I’m a weak, weak man.

But anyway, “Lily, you and I, let’s go out.”

I need to raise her level a bit since it’s too low. Going out with just the two of us will attract less attention when we leave the hideout. Doesn’t that make sense?

So, Lily, why are you looking at me like that?

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading! Have a nice weekend!

#undeaddeerjustwantedtoplay

Patreon is ahead by 30 chapters > Patreon

Discord still exists > Discord



                



Chapter 131 - Lily Chen


                I’m not going to lie. I think I am amazing, like really, really amazing. And I think that’s even underselling it a bit.

The reason?

The spear made of my mana that I just gave Lily. It’s dark blue with wisps of light blue mana inside of it. I didn’t push that much while creating it, so there isn’t a chance that it would untangle and hurt Lily.

Instead, the weapon is just slowly dissipating. If I’m right, it should be able to hold strong for 15 minutes, and after that, it will become much weaker. Then, in five more minutes, it will disappear.

I used a lot of my mana to create it, yet it will only last that long. I could probably increase the duration by infusing more mana, but hey, I don’t want to kill off our healer. That would be dumb.

Yet, I think I can say with confidence that for these 15 minutes, it is at least as strong as the common weapons I saw here on the third floor and through the rewards for the side quest.

Oh, and I am also dumb. Like really dumb.

I realize it only after I gave the massive spear to Lily, and she awkwardly grabs it into her one hand, barely able to balance it properly. Her eyes turn to look back at me, and I can see that she is trying hard not to laugh.

Still, she makes fun of me by waving the stump of her left arm in front of me. The arm has regrown slightly under the elbow.

Dang it.

“Sorry,” I say, and my voice sounds weak even to myself as I grab the spear out of her hand and make it shorter and thinner. Even though it’s made of mana, it has some weight to it.

“Don’t worry about it!” she giggles. “It’s kind of fun to see you so speechless. You should see your eyes when you came to realize it.” The petite brunette covers her mouth as she continues to smile.

When I hand her the new spear, she grabs it and tries to swing it around, nearly cutting me before I step back to observe from a safe distance.

It seems much better now. Yes, her handling of it is terrible, but it will improve with time.

She then hands me the spear back after examining it for a bit. “It’s nice. I can feel how much skill it takes to create it!”

Oh, a compliment! Finally, someone appreciates my talents. Feel free to praise me a bit more. But why are you giving it back to me?

“Oh, you wanted me to fight with it,” she declares as she comes to the realization, and a big smile blossoms on her face. “Thank you, but I won’t need it! Let me show you how I fight!”

 



 

So, how does a petite, innocent-looking girl fight? The girl who has healing powers and is nice enough to sacrifice her own arm for some maniac she just met?

You would think from a distance, right? Keeping herself safe so she can heal others. Maybe using a bow? Having skills to increase the abilities of others?

Nope. Lily fights up close and personal.

I watch as the last surviving Rottenfang vermin I left alive jumps against her, and she just stands there. The moment it reaches her, Lily punches it with her tiny fist. A flash of grayish mana appears on her fist and eats a good chunk out of the monster’s body where she punched it.

The vermin doesn’t feel the pain, so it attacks again, only for the girl to nimbly move away. Her stats aren’t that high, so there is a lot of predicting the monster’s trajectory on her part, and she punches the monster again as it passes by. Again, a chunk of the monster’s body disappears.

When it attacks again, Lily doesn’t dodge, and the monster bites at her. I’m about to kill it before it does, but her eyes turn to me for a second, making me stop.

So, I do not move, and when the vermin bites into her arm, she nods at me thankfully for not stepping in. Then the monster’s head explodes in a flash of gray mana, half of its head destroyed by her skill and it falls down, unmoving.

Lily then kicks it one more time, making sure it’s dead before happily moving towards me. As she does so, I can see warm white wisps of mana around the wound on her hand that heal her quickly enough for me to see her wound closing and soon disappearing without any trace.

She then stops in front of me, shy yet proud as she looks at me, “What do you think?”

What do I think about this innocent-looking brunette with a cute small face and a tiny nose punching giant decaying rats, even letting them bite a chunk of her so she can kill them?

“Lily, you are so goddamn cool.”

As I said, and I’ll be repeating it up until my last breath. No one from the bus passengers of Group 4 is normal. I’ll practice, and I’ll even create a construct that will activate when I die and will make me move one last time and say that no one from Group 4 is normal.

Not a single person, not a single corgi.

“I much prefer healing. It feels better, and I’m more useful that way. But I know that I have to level up too. But Nat, you should have seen Kim’s face the first time he saw me fight,” she giggles deviously, her eyes glowing as she remembers it, “He totally did not expect it, and neither did you! I saw you wanted to help me at first,” her expression changes as she moves bangs off her forehead, “But I’m glad you didn’t. Kim wasn’t able to and kept trying to help me. It felt like he is looking down at me.”

 



 

It’s a bit later, and after a few more fights, as we sit there and she is healing her freshly wounded right arm, I also watch as the wounds slowly disappear, and even her missing piece of a pinkie finger is restoring.

“I’m stronger now than I was on the first floor,” her eyes seem distant as she says so. “So I won’t be a burden, and I’ll learn to control all my skills, not only healing.” A small wisp of gray mana, her skill [Disintegration], appears around her hand, only to slowly disappear as she clenches her fist and stands up, “I want you to let me try to fight an Alghoul this time,” she is serious as she says so.

I’m sure it will hurt, hell, it might even come close to killing her. From some point of view, it might seem like a bad decision, but from mine, it seems… reasonable.

People that are nice to me should be able to live their life as they want, to change the way they want.

“Sure,” I say simply. I’m sure she has thought about this a lot, judging from the look in her eyes. She already saw me fighting two Alghouls after her first fight against the rat so she knows what to expect.

Ten minutes later, I watch her stand against one of the lower-leveled Alghouls. It continuously attacks her, much faster and stronger than her. Yet, the girl has surprisingly high constitution, probably even boosted by some skill. Even as she is thrown around, she gets back on her feet, and white mana appear on her wounds, closing them with a speed that is possible to watch with eyes.

She does not scream, she does not ask for help, and she only glances towards me a few times, as if wanting to stop me from interfering. 

But I just stand there and watch while she is getting hurt.

At first, it seems to surprise her, but later only a look of determination appears on her face as she continues to try to hit the monster with her skills. She has already succeeded a few times, and gray mana has torn off a few pieces of the monster and cut off one of its arms in exchange for multiple wounds on her body.

The interesting thing is that when the monster activates its green flames to heal its wounds, they do nothing. Lily’s skill damage doesn’t allow the monster to heal.

So the fight continues, and Lily gets thrown around a lot. The monster even tries to tear off her limbs a few times, always quickly followed by the girl’s gray mana appearing and stopping it from happening.

What surprises me the most is how fierce she is. She wasn’t like this back on the first floor. Or maybe she was, and I just didn’t see it? Did she change because of her skill misfiring and killing Kevin? Did something happen on the second floor?

I do not know.

Finally, after what feels like ten minutes, the monster dies, unable to deal more damage to her truly sturdy body and unable to overpower her healing. Lily’s [Disintegration] isn’t as strong right now, but it’s easy to see how powerful it might become in the future.

As I stand there, watching, she slowly comes to me, her wounds still healing, and white mana makes it look as if there is smoke leaking from her wounds. She is moving slowly, tired, but she is smiling happily as she stops in front of me, tired and wounded. Bloodied.

“Thank you for trusting me.”

She then passes out, and I grab her before she falls to the ground.

Silly girl.
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Chapter 132 - Level 100


                I am the most normal here. Yup, totally. Fight me if you disagree. Lily, my last hope, the only person who seemed somewhat normal, showed me the middle finger, wrecked my thoughts and stepped on that last hope, kicking it away. 

My last hope is dead, and I’m the only normal here.

Okay?

Okay.

Anyway, it’s kind of fun watching Tess struggle as we try to hunt down one of the sparrows, and the said sparrow continues to dodge all of her attacks, no matter how quick they are.

Could I try to replicate the traps and maybe create a few more to hunt the sparrow? Yup, I could try that, and that’s exactly what I did, but I gave up after a few minutes. Left without any result, and my head hurting just from looking at the intricate structures etched into the small metal disk.

I tried to remember as much as I could and I’ll continue to observe it a bit more as it might be useful for the future, but there is no way in hell I’ll be able to replicate it anytime soon.

So here we are, two hunters stalking our prey and getting our psyches hurt more and more with every failed attempt to hunt them.

So I do what a normal person would do. A javelin hovers over my shoulder, as long as me, and filled with tricolored mana, threatening to explode any second if I lose control over it. It’s slim, it’s sharp and beautiful. And best of all, it’s dangerous.

Sparrow Obliterator 3000.

“Do you want to hunt it or evaporate it?” Tess says snarkily, but I can tell that it’s her annoyance after an unsuccessful hunt talking.

At this point, it’s way too late to hold back Tess! The sparrow looked deep into my eyes, examined them, and chuckled in my face. Bambi, sparrows, goddamn were-something monsters on each floor. They all exist just to piss me off. So just for this once, I’ll vent a bit!

I breathe out and [Focus], and the javelin over my shoulder starts rotating, similar to the way a bullet would after leaving a gun barrel. I spin it faster and faster until it’s just a blurred mess of tricolored mana, and I hear ringing in my ears from how hard I’m trying.

Then my heart beats, and I wait.

Two heartbeats.

I wait.

Three heartbeats.

Need more.

Seven heartbeats.

A bit more.

Ten heartbeats.

Good!

I push against the javelin with all the force I can muster and even use a surge to give it even more before it leaves my range.

The javelin flies faster than ever before, a high-pitched noise sounding in the surroundings as it pierces the air, and in a split second, it reaches the sparrow, totally obliterates it in an explosion of feathers, and then continues to pierce houses in its way.

And it just goes and goes on, and even a few seconds later, I can still hear it crashing through the houses until a few moments later we see and feel an explosion far in the distance.

We then rush towards the place where the sparrow was and find only tiny pieces of feathers that weren’t obliterated by the javelin. There is not a single piece of meat, not a single bone to bring back to the doggo. The javelin… the Sparrow Obliterator 3000 did exactly what it was made for.

Huge success!

Even the looks Tess is giving can’t diminish my happiness. She’d better not think I didn’t notice that tiny satisfied smirk on her face as she glanced at what is left of our worst enemy.

 







 

We did a bit more while hunting. I was able to gain two more levels, and Tess leveled up too. Unfortunately, we weren’t able to hunt any sparrows no matter how much we tried. Not a single trap worked. Sneaking didn’t help at all, and they even noticed the tiniest threads of mana that I tried to create.

That’s when we decided to leave the sparrows to the natives and their traps while asking them to tell us more about the mice they mentioned before, another source of their food.

So here we are, in the sewage part of the city. Fortunately, it’s been long unused, and only monsters crawl around, so that’s something, right?

It’s nicely built to the point where it surprised me how much work the builders of this city did, even while hastily building the last livable city on the planet. The sewage tunnels are made out of gray and red bricks, and in the middle of them, there is a canal with walkways on both sides. On the roof, there is a weird moss growing that emits a soft greenish-yellowish light, illuminating the tunnels.

This time, Lily is joining us as I wanted her to level up a bit more, so I and Tess only fight when a stronger monster appears, leaving everything else to Lily while providing moral support.

I’m missing one level to reach level one hundred, and one level to reach level thirty in [Armament]. So I’m not getting that much from weaker monsters, but in a group of three, the stronger ones could appear while I also help Lily to level.

It’s a win-win for everyone other than the Rottenfang vermin that Lily continues to delete from the face of this world. I continue to observe her skill, maybe in hopes that I would be able to learn it, but nope. Nothing. I can barely feel its effects. It’s as if the skill is even disintegrating the mana I use to perceive its effects.

It’s a truly dangerous one, and the brunette is learning to control it more and more, getting advice from me and Tess as well. She also continues to restore her arm, and she is already up to the wrist, forming a hand.

She giggles as she says she is really trying to make it stronger and thinks that she succeeded in making her own muscles firmer.

I don’t know how much it will show when there are people with plenty of strength stats and yet their muscles look the same as before, but it’s a really interesting test, and I’m curious about the result.

As we walk and Lily fights the monster, me and Tess have a little disagreement.

“Nope, I don’t think we will get a subclass anytime soon. The earliest is when we enter the fourth floor.” I say.

“The system likes rounded numbers. It might unlock at level one hundred. Both you and I got the side quest to get 3 skills to level thirty and reach level hundred for a skill upgrade. We both agree that this skill upgrade token will be able to upgrade an already upgraded skill.”

“That’s true.”

“So I think there are some requirements the system has for you to unlock a subclass. I think one of them is having a twice-upgraded skill and level one hundred.” Tess says.

“I agree with that. But as I said, the system is an asshole. It might give you better side quests after you finish this one, but the subclass will be unlocked either on the fourth or fifth floor. That’s just how it rolls.”

Lightning crackles from her hand, and the chameleon bat sneaking up on us falls down, dead and burned, while she continues as if nothing happened. “I still think the new side quest will be to fulfill more requirements, and the reward will be a subclass.”

Poor naive Tess, you don’t know the ways of the system! “Nope, some sort of upgrade token at best, or maybe rare gear? But I don’t think that will happen. There is already a reward of rare gear for the floor quest, so the system wouldn’t give it away in a side quest…”

I’m interrupted by Lily coming back, her wounds once again healing, with white mist flowing out of them.

“Anything fun you guys are talking about?” She fixes her hair a bit while her gaze shifts between me and Tess.

“I’m explaining to Tess how assholish the system is, and she doesn’t believe me.”

“Nat thinks the system works the way he would design it.”

Huh? Did I just get dissed? But there might be some truth to it. I would totally do some things the system does right now and have fun observing people in the tutorial.

To that, Lily laughs, “You’re right! I can totally imagine Nat doing some things in a similar way the system does.”

Oi, you should be helping me.

“You know,” the petite girl moves closer to the blonde and whispers loud enough for me to hear while looking at me, “Nat is like a cat, and the system also sometimes feels like a cat.”

“What?” Tess blurts out, and the confusion on her face is quite funny to watch.

“Lily, what animal is Tess?” I decide to tease her a bit more, and Lily pauses, giving it serious thought.

“Tess is a chameleon,” Lily says without any hesitation, as if it’s a sure thing.

“Because of her eyes?

As a reward for my innocent joke, a small flash of lightning fires at me, and I cancel it out with disruptive mana I shoot in its way, further annoying Tess.

 







 

A few minutes later, we find the first mice. It’s as big as a smaller dog, with a short tail and a well-rounded body, and it moves slowly, wobbling on its short legs, its fur black.

An easy hunt, you would say?

Nope.

The moment we look at it or send mana towards it, the animal disappears into the shadow, and its presence is gone.

A bit later, we find another one, and the same thing repeats.

And then again.

Even when I try to quickly light up the surroundings with my flames, there is still a shadow under the mice. Not even [Disruption] reaches it quickly enough. I barely start forming the skill, and the mice are gone.

That’s when we decide to rely on side quests a bit more and the traps of the natives, and move deeper inside the city, hoping to find another source of food.

But first, this.

[Lvl 99 > Lvl 100]

Congratulations! You have successfully completed your side quest - Side Quest: Reach Level 100. You have acquired - Reward: Body Upgrade Token.

Level 100 at last.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    

 

Time for another shout-out to a fellow author! As always, check out the synopsis and click on the cover or link to get to the story. This time, it’s something a bit more cozy :)

The Chronicles of Emberstone Farm



[image: ]



Joyful and fun! Like a comforting blanket that infuses you with a cheerful warmth, this is a heartwarming tale about farming, crafting, and magic.

Violet, an orphan from Earth, was just about to apply to a college when she got distracted by her favorite video game, Adventure Incarnate. When she logged into the MMORPG, she was transported into the world of the game.

Thankfully, Adventure Incarnate was a fun farming/adventure RPG, and she has an awesome cheat - her inventory is full of raw materials that she can use to level up and craft legendary items.

Join her in her lighthearted quest to become the greatest farmer of all time!

Read it here - https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/64085/the-chronicles-of-emberstone-farm-cozy-farming



                



Chapter 133 - Caught


                Barely holding back from looking through the options, I return to the hideout together with the two girls. Lily leaves to continue restoring her hand, and Tess goes to deal with some peopley stuff. Like the freeloader I am, I move to the corner of the hideout/cave and finally scroll through the notifications.

I really want to check the body upgrade and when I open it, the notification pops out:

 



Level 100 status reached. This signifies a further evolution in human potential.

A necessary body upgrade is pending, designed to withstand the rigors of heightened strength, dexterity, mana, and constitution.

The upgrade will prepare your body, heart, and brain for the execution of higher-leveled skills and support stronger passive abilities.

Note: Following the upgrade, your body’s requirements for sleep, food, and water will diminish due to the robust support of stats and mana.

Well done!

 



Oh my my. Does it mean what I think it means? It does, doesn’t it?

More mana is on the menu!

Well, it never left the plate, not even talking about the menu, but that’s not what I mean.

I check the upgrade a few more times, as well as my body, and don’t notice any change as of now. The system says it’s a pending upgrade, so maybe it’s a slower process that will be applied over time, further evolving my body? What’s the difference between this and just upgrading stats?

From the looks of it, something needs to be done for the body to not crumble under all these stats. But isn’t constitution doing something similar?

It also talks about upgrading the brain, heart, and body, so it’s something that will show, or is it just something that needs to happen, otherwise higher-leveled skills would fry my brain, stop my heart, and crumble my body? That sounds like the main reason for the upgrade.

Another nice bonus is less water, sleep, and food. I already noticed it in other people, but even though logically our bodies should require more food and water than before, they are still somewhat fine? Is this mana keeping the body going, or can even stats have such effects? Something to think about.

Overall, it’s nice, amazing reward fitting for reaching level one hundred.

But now, back to the most interesting part! Skill upgrades!



Congratulations, you have acquired a skill upgrade token. The offered options are based on your performance up until now within the tutorial. Choose carefully!

As I thought, there are options for only two skills.



Focus (Dual Focus)

Enhanced Dual Focus:Sharpen your abilities and enhance the efficiency of your dual focus. This upgrade increases the effectiveness of your multitasking, allowing each action to be performed with even greater proficiency.

Triple Focus:Push the boundaries of your mental prowess to focus on three tasks simultaneously. This builds on your Dual Focus skill, adding another layer of complexity and power.

Dual Focus Consolidation:Learn to consolidate your dual focuses, channeling them into a single, more powerful force when needed. This can help amplify the power and precision of your tasks, especially when executing complex maneuvers.

Dual Focus Overclocking: Push your cognitive boundaries to temporarily amplify the output of your Dual Focus, increasing its efficiency and effectiveness to an extraordinary degree for a short period.

 



Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation)

Expert Mana Manipulation: Extend your understanding of mana to refine your manipulation techniques. This upgrade allows for an even more precise control and intricate shaping of magical energies.

Mana Sculpting:Further improve your control over mana to form detailed and intricate constructs of magic. This extends your Advanced Mana Manipulation skills, allowing you to perform elaborate magical feats with a high level of precision.

Mana Imprinting:Learn to leave your unique imprint on mana you have manipulated. This can be used for tracking, marking territory, or creating unique temporary magical constructs recognizable only by you.

Mana Veiling:Perfect the art of concealing your mana, making your magical presence less detectable to others. This can be useful in evading mana sensors or hiding your magical abilities.



As expected, all the upgrades sound amazing.

For [Focus], I can improve on my current upgrade, making it much stronger. I can even go for triple [Focus], which, not gonna lie, sounds super useful. Overclocking is also something situational but super strong. It probably allows me to overclock the skill for a short moment, making it stronger than ever before.

On the other side, Consolidation sounds the weakest out of all of them. It only allows me to turn the dual focus into a single one. It’s not bad at all, but it just doesn’t strengthen the existing [Focus] and only allows them to combine.

It’s something I think I might need, and even if it will be weaker than the other upgrades, in the future, when I get another opportunity to upgrade the skill, it might allow me to get on the right track.

As always, my bad decision comes back to kick me in the ass.

[Mana Manipulation] is also something I would want. Expert Manipulation? Gimme! Sculpting? That would boost my abilities with [Armament] even further, and I can’t even imagine how powerful the skill can be if I’m not even using it to its fullest potential right now.

Imprinting? Interesting, maybe something to do with [Mana Infusion] and allowing me to infuse it into items or maybe into the air, leaving behind something like a temporary construct? This one sounds good, like really good, but can’t I also learn it on my own? I think I can.

So thank you for the hint, system! I still hate you, but it’s nice to learn a thing or two from descriptions since you are so tight-lipped all the time.

Mana Veiling is nice, but it’s not something that I would exactly need. What am I, a rogue? I’d rather obliterate my enemies than hide.

Oh, I did jinx it, didn’t I? I’m sure I’ll pay for that sentence.

Dang it.

But yeah, back to the skill. I already know what I need to pick; it’s just that I’m too weak to do it. So let’s ignore it for a bit; it might solve itself if I ignore it for long enough.

 







 

Tess has already left to deal with some people, and I keep sitting in the furthest corner of the hideout, practicing and observing others, without being bothered. I kind of like it being like this.

I let them deal with people, food stuff, water stuff, and making plans. If everything goes well, there is no need for me to step in.

Leech? Freeloader? Totally not!

In case any monster appears, they just need to point at it, and I’ll tear it apart! Problem with Cipher? The guy is careful around me; just a few words are enough. Natives being annoying? I’ll tell Biscuit to calm them down.

Actually, am I not the leader here? But that’s job for extroverts. I’m the shadow eminence, whispering the words from behind the throne. It’s kind of give and take. I take a lot, but I also allow them to come to me and ask for reasonable things in exchange. Almost like the Divine Beasts natives talked about.

In the end, me and Biscuit are not that different; it’s just that he is much more terrifying. He still can’t fully ignore my [Disruption], but he is getting close, so I use it sparingly. The doggo, as if knowing all of this, continues to tease me by walking on his big human mana arms, like a spider, with his short legs hanging in the air.

He knows that I hate it, so he challenges me to use my skill against him so he can learn how to counter it. Probably to be able to get more food or something.

Once again, I’m reminded that the world belongs to animal archmages.

“Hello,” Lily’s soft voice sounds, and she sits next to me. Noticing my glance at her hand, she lifts it up, her palm nearly restored, with only the fingers missing.

“I still don’t get how you could continue to move around and fight with an arm missing. It’s so much harder to control mana like this,” she continues while looking down at her arm. The same as mine, it’s also strikingly pale and without any hair or blemishes.

“It’s good practice,” I answer her, and I mean it. It did help me improve a lot.

She moves a bit closer; this time, she looks at my hand and puts hers next to it. Both of them have the same paleness. Both of them restored by the girl. Lily smiles as if something made her happy.

“You and your practicing, don’t you get tired of it?”

Hmm, do I get tired of it? I don’t think so. I might complain, but… “It’s fun,” I say.

She nods and then her hand moves through her long black hair; she seemingly tries to tie it with a single hand. Why won’t she just cut it? Long hair must be so annoying here. I continue to watch her for a bit and then sigh, taking another look at her missing fingers.

“Come here,” I gesture to her, and for a moment, she looks startled. “Come on, with your back to me,” I hurry her up, and she finally moves with her back to me. She looks so small, so weak, yet I saw the determination in her eyes as she fought.

I take a second to remember and then start tying her hair into a three-strand braid. I think that’s what Victoria used to call it. First, I carefully split the hair into three sections and then start crossing them over and into the middle, and continue from there.

I do it slowly, delicately, careful not to pull her hair, and make sure to make it neat.

“Lily, you know, I’m not stupid. You could ask other girls to do it, but then started acting off in front of me,” I know she knew I would do that. Somehow, I’m getting easier to read for some people. What am I doing wrong?

“Hehe, was I caught?” she giggles, with some happiness clear in her voice. 

It annoys me slightly, so I stop for a moment and gently slap the back of her head, “Stupid girl.”

“I’m not stupid!”

“Only a stupid girl would sacrifice her…”

“Sacrifice her arm for some maniac stranger,” she jumps in. “You keep saying that all the time!”

“Because it’s true.” I know I’m right! And I’ll continue to repeat it until the end!

Well, it’s not like I’m not stupid either. I have already decided to go and hunt the Undead Aberrant Deer, the two-question mark monster we encountered last night. That might be a bit worse, just a little bit, right?

            


Chapter 134 - Undead Aberrant Deer


                Yup, in the end, I decided on Dual Focus Consolidation: learning to consolidate my dual focuses, channeling them into a single, more powerful force when needed. It may be the smallest upgrade out of all the options, but I need some good basics for the future. I’m sure that, in this way, [Focus] can become much stronger. I already have a few ideas on how to use it in the future.

So yup, and yes, the pain of upgrade was… easy to endure. Totally easy.

I also leveled up once, and my mana stat is now just three points away from a beautiful 300.

Well, first things first. It’s already almost night, and this time I’m going out there on my own.

Is it stupid? Probably. Is it risky? Totally. Will the rewards be worth it? Maybe.

I just can’t get the two-question mark monster out of my head. I keep imagining the fight with it in my head. My moves, the monster’s moves. The ways to hurt it, ways to kill it, ways to run away. I don’t think I’m without a chance.

I believe I can do that. I actually think that. Even though the monster is at least 50 levels higher, I know I can prepare, I know I have plenty of advantages.

It’s hard for it to find me as the mist is making it harder for monsters affected by Decay to find humans. And I have a strong attack, and this might be the biggest reason. I just want to go all out and test it. Shooting it against alghouls, buildings, gargoyles, or rats isn’t that satisfying. The deer is a beautifully massive target.

So I have already prepared plenty of excuses for why it’s a “good” idea.

Also, it’s too late to turn back, right? I’m already sitting in the room, a small amount of mana running through my body. I send a pulse of mana through one of the threads of mana that is as thick as a hair, and it makes one of my orbs, filled with tricolored mana, explode.

Far away from me, the orb expands, and then the massive bubble bursts and an immense sucking force makes debris rush and spin at the place where the center of the orb was.

Another pulse of mana filled with [Disruption] makes the thread that connected me to the orb dissipate without leaving any trace of my mana. Then I wait, forcing my heartbeat to slow down, collecting mana as carefully as possible to not let it leak outside my body.

And I watch. I do not use [Perception] and only stare with my eyes that can barely see anything through the mist, looking for that green light the aberrant deer had. And thankfully, I do not have to wait for too long.

The world around me vibrates, and waves of mana hit even my body as the giant deer comes from the air and lands at the place where the orb exploded.

This time, even its antlers are glowing, and three car-sized projectiles hovering over its back start to emit a similar light. I can’t see it properly, but they seem to be spinning.

A horrifying sound hits the surrounding buildings, and I feel the pressure on my body as the monster rages, destroying the houses near it.

I can do it.

I CAN do it!

I stand up, and three more pulses are sent through three more threads, quickly followed by disruptive mana.

My heart beats.

Another house explodes into a bubble of tricolored mana, making the monster turn its attention to it. One of the massive projectiles over its back flies towards the bubble and pierces it, and the ensuing explosions send a massive wave of mana into the surroundings.

Another heartbeat, and I open my mouth. An orb the size of a golf ball flies out, filled to the brim with light blue, dark blue, and purple mana. The orb threatens to explode and delete my head and entire body from existence.

The deer starts turning its head towards me and the humming orb of immensely squeezed mana. Then another bubble bursts into existence, triggered by the second of three threads that I used.

The projectile flying over its head hits it, leaving only one more. The explosion grabs more of the monster’s attention, and I activate [Focus]. I push it to the brink, consolidate, and then elongate the orb into the shape of a javelin, while more of my skills come to existence, pushed to their current limit with my new upgrade of [Focus].

[Redistribution] moves a massive chunk of my mana, finally making me feel a sizable dent in my mana reserves.

[Mana Surge] boosts the skills even further, making the mana move at dizzying speeds, aided by [Mana Manipulation].

And then, all this mana moves through [Mana Infusion] into the javelin that I can feel it becoming denser with each passing moment. The tricolored mana swirls wildly inside the weapon made thanks to [Armament].

Another heartbeat and more kinetic energy flows inside my body. The undead aberrant deer once again turns to me when the last orb bursts into a massive bubble, meant to take its attention away from me.

It doesn’t work.

Through the mist, I can see its glowing blind eye staring right towards me and the last remaining projectile over its back spinning even faster and glowing intensely.

Both of our projectiles shoot at the same moment.

My javelin, longer than me and as thick as my arm, boosted by all the kinetic energy my Kinetic Mana Heart generated. Deer’s sickly green projectile, as big as a car and as long as a bus.

The projectiles crash against each other in an immensely short moment. Not even enough time to blink or twitch a muscle. Yet, under the influence of consolidated dual [Focus], it feels as if the black-white world came to a halt, and the only mana that has any colors exist.

Two attacks meet, and two projectiles. One of them is so much smaller than the second. The explosion of green mana lights up the surroundings, making the houses around shatter and the entire street block get destroyed in what feels like even less than a split second. The shockwave even sends my body against the wall of the house I’m in, ignoring the massive tricolored shield floating in front of me and throwing me through the wall and rolling outside.

But then there is nothing. Silence. Not even the wind roars, as it’s canceled by the massive shockwave that even clears a huge area of the mist, offering a clear view of the aberrant deer.

It stares right at the javelin stabbed at its feet, the green mana floating around it and covering it in layers and layers of barriers. Then there is a shift. The tricolored wisps of mana stop moving, and the javelin turns bright white.

I close my eyes and only continue to perceive as I build barrier upon barrier around me, all made of tricolored mana and dense to the brim.

Then the javelin explodes, and a short but immensely strong blast of heat and shockwave hits the surroundings, expanding from the epicenter and pushing everything away while burning the wood, heating iron parts of houses to the point they glow yellow, and destroying the massive area of buildings, even pushing and throwing me away with my barriers glowing around me.

The ring of shockwave and heat destroys half of my barriers and expands even further behind me, setting the houses on fire at the same moment as destroying them.

Out of nowhere, a short moment of silence ensues, and my [Perception] turns to the deer, the monster now only burning bones and a little bit of meat and fur, yet alive and with its mana still strong.

And then, all the air and debris come flying back towards where the javelin used to be, filling the vacuum left after the explosion. All are affected by the immense force and pulled back, the force tearing houses, ground, and everything, to fill the vacuum.

The Undead Aberrant Deer gets pulled in first, all its limbs twisting and breaking, even as its mana fights against it. The monster’s body gets squeezed and twisted into a shape and size reminiscent of a beach ball while what remains of my creation sucks in even more of the surrounding area.

Finally, as quickly as it came, the force pulling me in disappears. Explosion and then implosion, it all took barely more than a second.

The mist rushes back in, and the wind starts to blow again, and I decide to quickly, very quickly leave the area.

 







 

Ten minutes later, I sit inside another hideout, barely bigger than a single room. My hands are still shaking, and my heart is beating wildly as I continue to calm it down to the point where I can properly [Focus] and then open the notifications.

[Focus - lvl 31 > Focus - lvl 32]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 31 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 32]

[Armament - lvl 30 > Armament - lvl 31]

[Mana Surge - lvl 19 > Mana Surge - lvl 20]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 13 > Mana Infusion - lvl 14]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 14 > Mana Infusion - lvl 15]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 15 > Mana Infusion - lvl 16]

[Redistribution - lvl 24 > Redistribution - lvl 25]

[You have defeated the Undead Aberrant Deer - lvl 156]

[Lvl 101 > Lvl 104]

C+*g#atul@t1ons, y>u h$ve m3t two o$ t%e r@qu!rem&nts to e@+er %e^*@d D#ff!culty

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    

 

Hey! It’s the second and final shout of the week! As always, check out the synopsis, and if it sounds like something you would enjoy, then go ahead and check out Fiends For Hire!




	









The Slayer and The Vixen. The world’s greatest monster hunter and bounty hunter, respectively. Through their combined efforts, the world has been able to enjoy an era of peace for nearly a decade since the end of The Drazah War. But when their identities and the source of their power is revealed, all of their admiration turns to terror and they’re deplored as the worst Fiends alive. Wanting nothing more than to service the world they feel responsible for, the pair must find new ways to help those who fear them. These Fiends are For Hire.



Fiends For Hire is a Modern Fantasy that is a blend of Action and Slice-of-Life with Anti-Hero leads. The series is currently over 2000 pages long.















                



Chapter 135 - Using Upgrade token


                I see. Hmm, interesting. Now it all makes sense. Now I understand everything.

“…”

AS IF!

What the heck, system? If you want to give me notifications, at least do not censor it just to not give me a notification. Dang it.

But it’s fine. Not even the system being an asshole will ruin my mood! I did pretty well, didn’t I? I did amazing. I was amazing. Someone praise me, I want to show off.

No one?

It’s fine then. I’ll be happy by myself. As for Bambi, screw you! Not this time! I won’t let another monster keep bullying me the same way Cinderbear, screw that guy, did.

Get totally destroyed. Easy, not even close.

“…”

Okay, I really need to calm down. Slow breath in, hold it, breathe out. Much better.

As I observe my body, I notice that my mana is still not fully back, and this is surely the first time something like this happened, like ever? For the first time, I actually spent what feels like a good chunk of my mana. Maybe fifty, forty percent? It’s hard to guess. More testing is needed.

I’m also really proud of myself. This time, I didn’t wreck my body to do something. I’m learning, slowly but surely. My control over mana is better now, and I can also strengthen my body much more than ever before, allowing me to handle larger quantities of it. And that’s good, really good.

As for the attack, to be honest, I did not expect the effect it had. Did the heat and shockwave come from the mana expanding after I stopped holding it in the shape of a javelin?

The explosion was seriously strong, the shockwave is something I did expect, and the heat is a bonus. But the clear winner of the day is the following implosion. Even standing as far as I was, I was able to feel the sucking force as the air came back to fill the vacuum left as the mana expanded, even sucking in the level 156 named monster.

Poor Bambi did not have a nice end, not at all. Yet, I’m sure the curse of Bambi will return to bother me on the next floor. In the same way, I’m sure that my left arm will get broken and explode a few more times. It’s something I just need to get used to.

While investing my stat points into mana, I once again go through the fight, thinking about the places where I could improve or change my reactions, or even create a better plan. I know that I was able to take it down only thanks to taking advantage of my surroundings and distracting the monster.

The goal is to take on the next one in a fair fight. Well, it’s not like I’m ashamed of what I did today, totally not. If I could, I would without hesitation cheese the deer. I just want to become strong enough to not have to do that.

 



 

As I enter the hideout, I spot Lily talking to Cipher and Goldie. Cipher is even smiling at her a bit, while Goldie just stares at the petite brunette. Then Lily notices me, and a big smile flowers on her face. She immediately ignores the duo and comes running to me.

I notice a short flash of annoyance on Cipher’s face before it disappears as if it never existed. The man then waves at me and points at a few filled bottles near Tess, and I nod at him. Surprisingly, Goldie seems to be even more annoyed than him, and she is not hiding it that well. But Cipher just grabs her arm and pulls her away.

Should I beat them up?

“Look, look!” But Lily is already here, waving at me with her fully restored left arm. The color is still pale, the same as mine, but she doesn’t seem to be angry about it and even confirms it. “In the middle of the restoring, I learned how to give it some color, but I decided to keep it pale.” Her eyes keep glancing between her and my arm, and when I try to catch her gaze, she averts it.

She is really amazing, isn’t she? I remember how I had to nearly force her on the first floor to scratch her arm to practice healing it, and now there she is, regrowing arms.

“I also thought about my skills,” she makes sure I’m paying attention before continuing, “I think I might be able to make myself taller, change the size of my nose, how tanned I am, and such stuff.”

Oh? What the heck? Doesn’t that sound super cool?

She probably sees something on my face because she proudly lifts up her nose and smiles brightly, “I think I might be amazing, like really amazing! You know, while I was restoring my left arm, I learned how to influence a few things. I’m sure I made my bones a tiny bit stronger and my skin tougher. But then I did this…” Lily then shows me one of her fingers that is noticeably longer than the others, “I made this finger longer to test if I could, and it did work! Now I’m learning how to make it shorter without having to cut it off and regrow it again.”

The petite brunette then pauses, and the silence hangs between us as she looks at me as if expecting something, her eyes big and scarily direct. Knowing what to do after spending days with Isabella, I can guess what she wants to hear.

“Lily, that’s super cool. Are you maybe a genius?” To that, she giggles. Even though I didn’t say it as enthusiastically as some people would, she seems to be happy, and I don’t mind it that much.

While walking towards my usual place and leaving Lily to play with Isabella and poor Biscuit, once again snatched by the girl, I continue to inspect people around me. I’m especially checking for suspicious mana close to their brains, Sophie’s mana.

I don’t find any yet. Sophie feels my probing, and I’m sure she is realizing what I’m doing and why I’m doing it. Yet she doesn’t say anything. There isn’t even an angry look on her face as she stares at me.

I then again and especially carefully check Lily, Tess, Biscuit, Kim. Only Tess notices my probing, and I feel her mana moving away after she realizes it’s me, letting me probe her without any resistance.

There is nothing.

“Nothing?” Tess asks as I sit down.

“Nothing,” I confirm.

“Did you kill it?” she asks.

Huh? How did you know?

“I’m not dumb, Nat.” Tess continues without me having to answer.

“It’s dead,” I decide not to hide it and tell her about the hunt, to which she nods.

“I also reached level 75 and got an upgrade token.” Her eyes meet mine, and she asks, “Are you going to use it the way I think you will?”

Why are you so smart? Why do you know me so well? I’m trying to be mysterious here.

“I think you don’t have to hesitate. I already used mine.” A small smile flashes across her face, “I still didn’t meet all the requirements, though, I’m missing three and I don’t think you met them all either.” Then she stands up and leaves, going for another hunt, I’m left alone in the corner of the hideout. Carefully sipping the water from one of the bottles, enjoying every drop, and then eating a small piece of sparrow that the natives hunted with their trap.

I check the tokens I have.

[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

I wanted to wait a bit longer to not be enticed the entire time, but now I think I can resist, or maybe it just won’t work as I didn’t meet the requirements.

I move my eyes over my stats. I’m sure I can upgrade my trait Mana Circuit. It would probably help a lot, but it’s not what I want. I can also probably upgrade my class and my skills. Maybe even my constructs and passive skills are possible to upgrade.

Any of these options would give me a massive boost to my strength, but there is something even more alluring. My eyes move again and pause at one word: “Mana.”

Yes, I think it is possible to upgrade my attribute, and just the thought of it sends shivers down my back. The boost would be immense, I can tell for sure. Yet, I still hesitate. I’m not totally sure if I will be able to upgrade my attribute, and I can’t even try it as the system rarely offers a confirmation window. So if I decide to do it, the upgrade token will be gone.

But there is something else I saved it for. I wanted to use it even since the first floor, but then stuff happened. The petite brunette that was too nice to me for her own good. The brunette that I owe a lot and can’t leave alone before paying it all back or at least making sure she will be as safe as possible.

So I kept saving the token, careful to not get lured by it, and used it in a moment of weakness. Still, I decide to trust Tess, “Use the upgrade token on the difficulty change token,” I whisper softly, and the upgrade token disappears from my status. 

New notifications appears.

Congratulations, you have fulfilled three out of four conditions required to use the %e^*nd D#ff!culty entrance token!

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I really liked the comments under the last chapter, especially the Fucked Difficulty. It’s my favorite.

And to tease you a bit – open at your own risk – a small spoiler about around which chapter we’ll reach the “Fucked Difficulty.”


Wow, what an interesting chapter name! The name of the chapter that is on Patreon, huh? Wink wink, nudge nudge.
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Have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 136 - The Wall


                Congratulations, you have fulfilled three out of four conditions required to use the %e^*@d D#ff!culty entrance token!

That’s it, just one single sentence.

It almost makes me want to scream. All this time, I thought I would just get an upgrade change token that would take me to a higher difficulty, always luring me to use it. Yet, I was bamboozled.

Goddammit.

The only change is that both of my tokens are gone, replaced by this:

[%e^*@d D#ff!culty entrance token - 3/4 conditions met]

So what are the conditions? Use of the upgrade token is one of them. The second and third could be either me reaching 300 points in the mana stat, me killing a monster 50 levels higher, or me creating an especially strong attack. Heck, even seeing Lisandra’s [Singularity] could be one of them.

I do not know, it could also be all the things combined to fulfil one of the requirements. Maybe there’s something else I didn’t think of. But it doesn’t matter that much as there is still one condition, and the system didn’t give a hint. There is nothing at all.

At this point, I’m not surprised at all.

As usual, I show the middle finger to the status window before closing it and lean backwards to stare at the ceiling of our hideout.

What is higher difficulty like, and why did I decide to go this way instead of just upgrading my attribute? It’s quite simple - higher difficulty means higher danger, and higher rewards. In the long run, it should make me much stronger than just upgrading my Mana attribute or skill.

But it’s still quite funny, knowing that higher difficulty than Hell exists. Normal people would use the difficulty change token to go to lower difficulty, yet out of all the surviving members of group 4, no one did that. Quite opposite, Tess and I both used our precious token to get to a more dangerous place. How can I call Lily stupid after all of this? That would be way too hypocritical.

I pause my thinking, and instead, I decide to check the quests, and finally, there’s a new side quest joining the one existing.

The old one:

Side quest:

Kill 800 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

And the new one:

Side quest:

Get all of your skills over level 20

Rewards:

A passive skill 

It’s similar to the first one that rewarded me with a passive skill. It’s just that this one, instead of requiring three skills to reach level 20, requires all of my skills to reach it. From learning about the levels of skills of other people, it sounds like something difficult to do. What if you have a skill you are not that good at and it is stuck at a really low level? In that case, this quest would be super difficult.

But not for me.

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 32

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 32

Perception - Lvl 26

Oscillation - Lvl 23

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 25

Armament - Lvl 31

Mana Surge - Lvl 20

Disruption - Lvl 19

Mana Infusion - Lvl 16

I need one level in [Disruption], and four levels in [Mana Infusion], and I’m ready to go.

 



 

The morning comes, and with it, the day we decided to move. That means a lot of screaming and crying. Cipher is there with the Icy guy and Goldie, taking away the trap used to hunt the sparrows. Natives are staying behind as they would slow us down, yet it would be stupid not to take a trap with us. Plus, the bigger group means more danger.

They are fake in the same way Lissandra and Ruby were. A copy of people from a world dying under the Decay.

Isabella sobs while Sophie holds her, and a few more people awkwardly look around. There is guilt on their faces, and Kim and Aaron are already outside, too young to deal with it. I can understand that, yet I decide to stay and watch. I won’t be hiding behind Cipher doing it just so I can pretend I didn’t have anything to do with it.

Tess is also outside, but not because of guilt. The young woman is already scouting ahead, and I’m sure if she were here, she would do the same as I do, unlike Lily, who looks at all of this with sad eyes.

Finally, Cipher grabs the trap from them while they even knock off a few natives that continue to look towards Biscuit, begging. The doggo is uncharacteristically quiet.

“Nat,” Lily says, and as I turn to her, I notice her firm gaze.

“Yes?” I ask simply.

“I want them to keep the trap,” she says, her eyes serious and so unusually firm. There isn’t even a speck of hesitation.

“We need it,” I say.

“Yes.”

“They are all fake.”

“Yes.”

“We will suffer because of it.”

“Yes.”

“Did you think it over?”

“Yes,” she answers simply.

Our eyes meet, and for a few seconds, I just look at her. There is no wavering, just clear and firm decisiveness, “Okay.” I answer her.

“Uh?” For the first time, she is surprised and blinks, confused.

“Cipher, natives are keeping the trap,” I say to the man who turns to me. Mana flashes in his eyes, and he examines my body, and my stance, and looks at my face. He then nods, and when his companions start complaining, he just shushes them and throws the trap towards the natives, who just catch it. The man then gives them the last disgusted look before leaving outside.

“Nat, why…” Lily asks quietly while walking by my side.

“I owe you,” I answer simply. Why is it so hard to understand? When I decide that I owe something to someone, I do not say it easily.

Risking my life? Enduring hunger? I should be able to do at least that much. It’s pathetic to owe to someone only when it’s comfortable to do so.

 



 

A mana arrow hovering over my shoulder shoots ahead, tearing through the monster and hitting the ground. Three more projectiles appear, and I continue to infuse them with mana, using the skill as much as I can in an attempt to level it.

I also create a sword and infuse it with mana. The sword is dark blue with wisps of light blue mana going through it, and the blade gets covered in [Disruption] as I try to do anything to level up the skill. I have already kept practicing with Tess and Lily, disrupting their mana and trying to improve the skill, yet it’s still refusing to pass through the bottleneck of level 20.

So I change the tactic; mana arrows disappear together with my sword, and a thin barrier of mana appears right on my skin, barely noticeable and almost invisible. Then I start infusing the barrier with [Disruption], copying what a few monsters did.

It doesn’t work that well and the barrier disappears, so instead, I just try to infuse my skin with disruptive mana, focusing on trying to make it flow through it and radiate it to the close area around the skin.

When another Alghoul appears, I just strengthen my body with Symbiotic Transference and get into the melee, each hit of my fist weakening the monster’s flames without letting them hurt me.

When the flames strengthen, so does the disruptive mana leaking from my skin, and I continue to [Focus].

The monster’s hand leaves a bruise on my side, but I ignore it and grab its neck. More bruises and more blocked attacks, and my mana continues to fight against the green flames, stopping the monster from regenerating and not allowing them to corrode my mana, unable to wound my strengthened body.

When the monster finally dies, the skill’s level is still 19 and I send the monster’s corpse crashing through the side of the house.

This might take a while.

Then I feel a pulse of mana from Tess. Ahead of us, two monsters, strong, fight. I translate it as such and jump back on the roof, which is noticeably better than the ones before. Even the houses are bigger and taller buildings start appearing.

I join Tess, and together we fight the monsters. Me in melee, practicing my skills, and with each hit I deal, I try to infuse the monsters with my mana. When I get to hold the monster for long enough and use [Focus] and surge, I move a massive amount of mana, pushing against the monster’s resistance, and my mana literally tears the monster apart from the inside.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work on every monster, but even something like this is interesting enough. Right now, it’s too slow and simple, but with oscillating mana, it would be quicker and much more mana effective. But still, it might be more useful in the future.

After getting to the last monster, I reach towards it with [Redistribution], and the blazing rat stops its movement, unable to move at all. I then reach out and start absorbing the heat of its flames and from the surrounding area, noticing that it is getting noticeably colder as all the heat gets sucked to me.

Then Tess finishes the monster with her lightning javelin that immediately comes flying back to her, and I release all the heat in front of me in a strong blast of dark yellow flames.

I reposition a bit, moving closer to the blonde while looking in the distance at a massive wall that towers over the city. Tess says we are still miles away from it, yet even now, it seems massive.

The wall is beautifully white, almost without any blemish, and Tess says she can even see some mana around it or going through it.

In this massive city that is so full of empty houses, monsters lurking around, and a permanently gray and cloudy sky, the massive and beautiful white wall seems amiss.

            


Chapter 137 - What are you doing?


                Sophie tries to catch the sparrows with her [Manipulation], but unfortunately, she was unsuccessful. The moment her mana reaches towards them, they fly away.

On the other side, I was able to kill multiple of them, yet every time not much was left of their bodies. My attacks needed to be too fast in order to kill them, obliterating them in the process, barely leaving anything behind.

When I try weaker attacks, they just bend around the birds or miss them. The sparrows are even able to sense the mana threads I create in an attempt to trap them.

It’s annoying, it really is, and more so now that we are without food.

Aaron and Lily are sometimes too weak to even walk and need to be carried, although all of this is alleviated by the water that Cipher creates. But he doesn’t complain, not to me. He doesn’t tell me how dumb of a decision it was to give up the trap. He is too smart for that.

His companions, on the other hand, give me angry glances when they think I don’t see it.

In comparison to others, I don’t seem to be so bothered by the lack of food, water, and even sleep. The body upgrade is showing more and more as time passes. I don’t know if it’s just a simple effect of the body upgrade or if the upgrade allowed my body to use some of my mana to keep going. Both options are equally probable.

“More?” I hear from beside me and turn my attention back to Kim, who stands next to me, catching his breath after a fight we just went through. There are massive circles under his eyes, and even his body bears the marks of lack of food, and his lips are dry. Yet the 15-year-old boy continues to push, showing surprising mastery over his skills.

“Take a break,” I answer him.

“I can still cont—”

My mana flares up for a moment, and he stops, immediately closing his mouth and then just sitting on the edge of the roof next to me. Both of us looking towards the giant white walls far in the distance.

I then stare at the palms of my hands, the left one is still itching annoyingly, but I ignore it and once again try to replicate Cipher’s skill and create some water. Yet, as before, the structure of the skill just refuses to come into existence and always crumbles the moment I try to push some mana through it.

It doesn’t work no matter how careful I am, no matter how much mana I’m using, and no matter how carefully I’m watching Cipher do it. But I do not give up and continue to try.

“Do you think there will be some food and water behind the walls?” At Kim´s question, I take my eyes off my hands and also look at the wall.

“Most likely,” I answer shortly.

Knowing the system, there will be more danger and better rewards, and the closer we will be to the end of the third floor and finding out what’s happening here.

In the community, the system continues to censor everything about the place behind the wall. Group Whitewing and also Savant seem to be already be there, yet we haven’t learned anything.

Another annoying thing is that we haven’t met Hadwin yet and didn’t see any of the areas covered by poisonous clouds that he talked about. After a bit of talking, he, Maya, and Dennis decided to stop waiting near it and move closer towards where the white walls should be. Well, not much we can do about it, right?

“Go ahead and ask what you wanted to ask,” I say to Kim, who, ever since we started hunting together, continues to glance at me, clearly having something he wants to ask but not brave enough to actually do it.

“Oh,” he mutters, surprised. His reaction only reminds me how young he is, the youngest out of our group after Isabella.

I keep forgetting that.

“I’m sorry… you know… with Lily and all of this.” The skill I’m trying to replicate once again fails, and I start trying again, nodding to him to continue.

“I… would never…” he starts again.

“I understand,” I stop him, and this time, I give him my full attention. “You did a good job protecting her, and I owe you because of that. So if there is something you would like in exchange, feel free to ask.”

There is no need to be so roundabout about all of this. I already told you I owe you.

“I really mean it when I say you did a good job. It must have been hard for you.” I continue with the compliment, and I see his eyes light up. It’s as if he is craving recognition as if he wants to hear it from someone.

As for why it makes him happy hearing it from me and why he looks up to me, I don’t know. I really don’t. I might be somewhat strong and decisive, but I’m totally not someone a young boy should look up to.

Still, it’s not a problem to compliment him once in a while. It doesn’t cost me anything, and it seems to make him happy, so what’s wrong with that?

“Please train me again, help me to improve.” This time his eyes do not waver, and he looks straight at me. I notice his slightly shaking hands and noticeably twitching lips. He is so nervous; it almost makes me want to bully him a bit.

Well, at least he finally got out what he wanted to say.

“Kill that rat from here and with this,” I give him a small stone as big as my fingernail and point at the rat far in the distance, way out of Kim’s usual range.

Unlike Tess, he seems to focus on mid to close-range way too much, and his long-range attacks are terrible, so that’s something we will start with.

He opens his mouth as if about to complain, but then he stops and I feel his mana gather up.

Good.

 







 

We return when both my [Disruption] and [Mana Infusion] are at level nineteen. I once again tried to hunt sparrows and even only boosted some stones with kinetic energy or created projectiles as small as needles, yet everything failed. I was also unsuccessful in trying to replicate Cipher’s skill.

I will also need to do something about [Disruption] and [Oscillation]. The two skills feel too similar to each other. I have some ideas, but I’ll need a bit more time.

Then there is a problem with Lily. The girl nearly ignores drinking the water before others have it, feeling some regret that we are now a few days without food because of her.

Seeing her just sitting there, looking hungry, and weak annoys me even more. Yet, I keep my calm, and as always, I just use [Focus] to push all the emotions to the back of my mind.

Little Isabella probably notices that because she comes to me and looks up, her face angry and brow furrowed.

“You can’t keep doing that, it’s not good,” she pouts in her soft voice, and I just pinch her cheek and caress the top of her head.

“Go and play with Biscuit, okay?” She is too young to worry about useless stuff. I can handle myself.

Isabella listens, but one last time, she gives me an angry look, which makes her look more like an angry kitten than threatening.

So that’s how I’ll end up, even little kids worrying about me. I would laugh if I could.

 







 

I return from another hunt, tired and even more annoyed. The only success was leveling [Perception]. There are still about two more hours of light, yet I decide to return to the hideout, finding everyone already back inside.

As I enter, I see Cipher talking to Lily, who just sits and nods to what he says. Both of them smiling slightly. Behind Cipher, there is Goldie staring at the girl.

Sophie is sleeping in the corner with Isabella on her chest. Tess is talking with Kim and Aaron.

So should I bully Biscuit a little bit…

Wait. What is that?

My eyes move back to Lily, Cipher, and Goldie, and I notice a weird shine in Goldie’s eyes that I didn’t see up until now. It doesn’t contain any mana, and it only looks like fractured light. Yet, it does something, and it is clearly aimed at Lily.

WHAT

ARE

YOU

DOING.

 







 

POV Kim Min-Jae

It came out of nowhere. A sound that reminds me of a heartbeat yet impossibly strong, and right after, I notice my movements slow to a crawl. Panicked, I try to move my arm, but it’s hard to do, and it moves terribly slowly.

Then I feel mana, his mana.

It explodes into the surroundings and fills the entire hideout, making the walls vibrate, and everyone is immediately up, feeling the threatening pressure.

My eyes slowly turn to Nathaniel, and there he stands. Thin, messy, yet so strong. His gray and brown eyes seem to glow in the dimly lit hideout, and he stares at the group of three people in the corner of the room.

“What are you doing?” His words are quiet, yet in the silence, everyone hears them, and they send shivers down my back. They are so cold.

He takes a step towards them, another heartbeat sounding like a gong vibrating the room, and the air becomes colder as I start seeing my breath become visible in the chill.

“Nathaniel, I can explain,” the man named Cipher says, seemingly calm even as Nathaniel takes another step towards him, “Please think calmly, you need me, Lily needs me,” Cipher says, and that makes Nathaniel stop in his walk.

There is a short moment that feels like an eternity as both men stare at each other. Then his mana weakens, and the air gets back some of its warmth.

“But I don’t need her,” Nathaniel turns to woman next to Cipher, and as his mana rises up, there is a sharp flash from Goldie’s eyes, and something hits him.

“Goldie, No!” Cipher screams desperately, yet it’s too late.

“Huh, I wanted to block all his skills but only managed to block one. It’s called Focus?” Goldie blubbers out as she probably reads the notification. She sounds confused, and scared, probably not even realizing what she did as her eyes continue to tick around.

“Oh… fuck,” I hear next to me, shocked, I realize that it was Tess who spoke, making it the first time I’ve heard her swear.

Then slowly, a laugh sounds in the room, a laugh that I do not recognize. It’s a soft, gentle laugh. It’s not cruel, it’s not mocking. It just sounds like something incredibly funny happened, and they can’t help but laugh at it.

Only then do I realize that the one laughing is Nathaniel.
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Shout-out to fellow author! As always, you can check out the blurb, and if you like it, click on the cover or the link below to get to the story!

Transcending Dreams (LitRPG Cultivation)







Imagine this: you woke up in a new world, one that you had only ever read about in books. That sounded pretty cool, right? Well, not to William. 

He found himself tied up by some sketchy captors who were talking about sacrificing people. Trying to brush it off as a dream didn’t exactly work when kids began to be sacrificed before his eyes. Luckily, an old monster conveniently swooped in to save his ass right when it was his turn to die.

It was good to be alive, but he now had the problem of being stuck in a cultivation world, and living in one was far different than just reading about it.

Oh, and the locals insisted on calling him Wei Liang.



                



Chapter 138 - Hypnosis


                POV Kim Min-Jae

Nathaniel, laughing, looks so different from his usual self. His face seems softer, friendlier. He even appears handsome now.

This time Cipher seems to seriously panic and quickly starts talking, “I’ll do everything you want. I won’t ever talk back to you. I’ll do anything, just let me…”

“Shhh,” Nathaniel just lifts one of his fingers and Cipher stops moving. Only his eyes continue to tick from side to side. The man is terrified. Nathaniel closes his eyes for a moment and takes a deep breath, a big smile on his face, “That’s an interesting experience, I don’t think I’ve ever turned off my [Focus] so totally ever since the tutorial started. The weird thing is, it also slightly affected my emotions,” he opens his eyes again and takes one more step towards the duo that is unmoving, “well, it’s not like it matters.”

On the opposite side, Lily is not affected at all and continues to look at him without saying anything.

“That’s it, I guess, you stepped over a line you shouldn’t step over,” his eyes move back to Cipher and the pressure intensifies.

He doesn’t say anything else and Cipher just continues to stand there, unable to do anything under Nathaniel’s gaze. His chest stops moving and consciousness slowly disappears from his eyes, and then he dies while standing. The same thing happens to Goldie.

Both of them die just like that and Nathaniel just tilts his head, almost as if surprised, and then he chuckles, “So weak,” Right after, mana fires up from him and the bodies of Cipher and Goldie explode into pieces. Not a single piece is bigger than a fingernail and the blood splashes everywhere. A lot of it hits Lily, who doesn’t react even after all of that, and continues to look at Nathaniel with big eyes.

Nathaniel looks around and he seems almost refreshed, as if getting rid of something that kept annoying him for a long time. Again, he smiles, “Sophieeee,” he says, turning to the brunette sitting in the corner of the room. 

A javelin made of mana immediately forms over his shoulder.

 







 

My javelin misses and embeds itself into the wall right behind Sophie, only leaving a deep scratch on her cheek that starts bleeding immediately. She is still not moving, her eyes wide, and I can see fear in them. So I turn my gaze to the person that made my javelin miss.

“Nathaniel,” Tess is standing in front of me, lightning cracking around her body and her hair slightly lifting up with lightning cracking around them as well. She is the only one able to move through my [Redistribution].

“Can you [Focus]?” she asks, taking another step and stopping just an arm’s reach away from me. In between me and Sophie.

“Yup, who do you think I am, Tess? Her skill surprised me, but that’s it. She was terrible at using it.” Just a few seconds were enough to find out what her skill did to me and to be able to cancel it.

“So why don’t you [Focus]?”

“Because I don’t want to. You know her skill didn’t only affect my skill, it also did something to my emotions. It’s hard to identify what exactly, but it doesn’t feel that bad. But don’t worry, I should be fine in a few minutes. So please, can you step away so I can kill Sophie in the meantime?”

“I can’t allow you to do that,” she says firmly.

“Why? I know I’ll feel much better if I do that. It’s too irritating to keep dealing with her and her skill.”

“I promised it to her.”

That’s annoying. “Is your promise to her more important than our promise?” I rouse up my mana a bit more.

Yet, she doesn’t even flinch and continues to look into my eyes, “No, it’s not. But I’m sure you’d want me to stop you, if you were thinking logically.”

That makes me laugh. “Tess, I don’t want to think logically.” I put even more pressure on her, yet she fights against it.

“You’re scaring people, Nat. Just look at Lily, look at Isabella.”

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t need them to like me. I just need to pay back what I owe.” Finally, her body seems to be getting affected by my [Redistribution] and I feel her pushing more mana into her [Lightning Armor], “Tess, get out of my way,” she won’t stop me.

“This is not you, not even back on Earth, not even without your skill. Can’t you see that she did change the way you think, even if it’s temporary?”

Oh, that’s a good point. Goldie’s skills did affect some of my feelings and part of my behavior as well. I know I can turn on [Focus] anytime I want and get rid of these effects. Yet I hesitate. I know when I activate it, I’ll stop and push my feelings to the back of my mind. My annoyances, my rage, my sadness that I’ve been hiding, all the stress I’m feeling.

My eyes move over Tess’s shoulder and I see Sophie who just stands there, unable to move at all. Only her scared eyes move, staring at me. She doesn’t even use her mana, probably scared of annoying me even more.

Then I move my gaze a bit lower and look at Isabella. The little girl is clinging to Sophie and also looking at me. In her eyes, I do not see fear, nor anger. Just pity as she touches me with her skill.

So annoying.

My mana moves again and while hearing the notification, I disrupt the mana around Tess. A pulse of kinetic energy then throws her away from me. With speed even faster than before, another javelin appears over my shoulder, this time bigger and with a hint of light blue mana in it, and tempered with all the anger I feel at Sophie.

I know that I’m smiling as I do so, about to throw it at her.

“Nathaniel,” a soft quiet voice sounds from behind me. The voice immediately makes me stop the javelin. 

When I turn around, Lily is still sitting on the ground, covered in the blood of the exploded bodies of Cipher and Goldie and pieces of meat and bones. Her entire face is covered in blood and only her eyes shine through.

“Even you, Lily? What do you want?” You better talk quickly, I already feel the effects of Goldie’s skill dissipating and reason coming back to me.

Lily then pulls out a knife from her pocket and stabs it towards her own heart.

The world feels as if it slows down as I put both [Focus] into boosting my body, dashing towards her, moving faster than my mana would be able to reach her.

Just before the tip of her knife pierces her chest, I grab her hand and stop it from moving. Then her mana engulfs me and the remaining effect of Goldie’s skill disappears and I’m back to my rational self.

Right afterward, Lily slaps me and I don’t dodge, only tilt my head a bit so she doesn’t hurt her hand too much.

 







 

Well, I kind of screwed up, didn’t I? Just a little bit. Our water dispenser is gone. Lily is pissed off and still shaking. I nearly killed Sophie. I scared everyone, and I even hurt Tess. That’s quite a list.

Damn it, if only Cipher and Goldie had tried to control me instead of Lily. In such a case, I would have been able to stop. It would have been just an attack on me. But seeing them doing this to her, just snapped something inside me.

Goldie’s skill was something similar to hypnosis. It used only a really minuscule amount of mana that entered her eyes and refracted the light to affect her target. To be honest, I still don’t fully understand what it did. But I know enough to realize that she was probably the reason the trio rose to the top of the Hard Difficulty tutorial. Her skill even allowed her to block skills and influence people.

Sure, her usage of it was trash, and I would have been able to unblock my skill in a split second, I just didn’t want to. At the time, it felt weird to not think about the consequences. It felt good. 

Now, I realize how stupid it was, but it’s not like I can blame myself too much. The best solution would have been to beat Goldie and then let Sophie mindblender Cipher, but yeah… things went differently.

I reach out and pet Biscuit who seems totally unaffected by what happened and he snuggles closer to me. He is already sleeping, but his warmth is nice and calming.

 







 

“It’s okay,” Tess says, her body already healed by Lily and she really doesn’t seem to be blaming me too much, “I knew the risks, yet I did what I thought was the best decision.”

Goddamn it, her being so cool makes me feel worse.

“Should I punch you to make you feel better?” she asks and immediately I lift my head. 

“Would that work?” I ask.

Tess sighs and ignores my question, “I’m sure they’ll realize you weren’t yourself, so just give it some time. As for the water situation, we’ll deal with it somehow. We still have some left.”

That’s it, I guess. We’ll have to push on and finish the quest.

“But what were they trying to do to Lily?” Tess asks.

I pause to think before answering, “They probably wanted to hypnotize her gradually, bit by bit. I didn’t notice it back then, but they had spoken to her a few times before. Cipher likely wanted a healer on his side,” I shrug. “I’m not exactly sure how Goldie’s skill worked.”

They didn’t try it on me, probably worried that I would notice. Cipher, with his perceptive skill, read people well, picked his targets, and then gradually won them over using Goldie’s skill. Not bad, but far from sufficient for Hell Difficulty. Such tricks won’t work here.

They made a big mistake by switching difficulties, and then they made an even bigger one that cost them their lives.
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                    I have to say, it was fun reading the comments under the previous chapter.

But damn, you guys seem to get super happy when Nat is about to go psycho mode.

Good! I like it too!

#cipherdidnothingwrong

Do not forget that Discord still exists > Discord

 



                



Chapter 139 - Group 4 Reunion


                Flashback - Nathaniel Gwyn (11 years old)

A young boy, barely over ten years old, slowly opens the door to the apartment. It squeaks as he closes it and locks it. His face bears no emotion as he looks around.

After checking the floor and not seeing another pair of shoes, a small smile flashes on his lips. He quickly takes off his old, battered sneakers and removes his bag from his shoulder. The entire time, he is careful to use only his right hand.

Then he rushes towards his room, and his smile becomes even bigger when he notices the light shining under the closed door. Without knocking, he barges in, only to be rewarded by a long, annoyed sigh from a girl sitting behind a table, reading.

Her posture is near perfect. She sits without rounding her shoulders and holds the book in front of her to avoid slouching and bending her neck. There is a lamp next to her, shining on the book that she now puts on the table as she turns to her brother.

“Nat, how many times…” she pauses and her eyes move up and down her brother.

Another long sigh.

The boy seems somewhat proud as he carefully puts away his bag and sits on the edge of the bed, turning to his sister, “Is Mom not home yet?”

“She’s still working and won’t be coming home anytime soon. And Rob is… who knows where,” a slight hint of disgust sounds in her voice as she talks about the man she should be calling ‘father’ instead.

The boy only nods, and it’s clear that he is waiting for his sister to ask something. 

Victoria sighs for the third time and just asks, too curious to tease her cute brother any longer, “So, Nat, why is your left arm broken?”

Nathaniel smirks proudly, seemingly not bothered at all by his broken bone and the pain he must surely be feeling, “I broke it!” he sounds proud as he says so, and in the dimly lit room, his eyes seem to be shining.

Before Victoria can ask, he continues, “The older kids tried to bully me again today, and they called mom names…” There is a dangerous glow in his eyes as he says the last part but he quickly hides it, “This time more of them came, but I managed to run away,” he giggles.

The entire time, his sister quietly listens, a curious look on her face as her brother explains. As he talks, she is sitting there, her posture perfect, her hands on her lap, and her eyes bearing a hard-to-identify emotion.

“They were always careful not to hurt me too much, so I can’t tell on them. So, I learned when the director leaves the school and which way he takes. Then, I broke my arm and acted as if I had run into him by mistake. I even pretended to try to hide it!” he laughs, “I made him ask me who did that. At first, he even thought it was Rob,” he quickly corrects himself.

His brown and gray eyes shine even brighter as he continues to explain to his calm sister, “I tried to cry, but you know, Vic, I’m bad at that. So I just pinched myself really hard and looked at the ground, pretending to sob, and then told him that the other kids did it.”

As if waiting for her reaction, he pauses.

“That’s smart, Nathaniel, but what if the other kids have… an alibi,” she says carefully.

“I thought of that! I did all of it when they were hanging out outside and remembered who was there. I…” he pauses when both of them hear the front door unlocking and the creaking sound echoes through the apartment.

“That’s Rob… now, get that smile off your face, Nat.”

For an answer, the boy only nods, and the smile disappears. His face looks as emotionless as when he entered the apartment. His sister mirrors him, and soon a man’s shouts reach their ears.

 







 

“I’m sorry!” Lily lowers her head and when I stay quiet, she carefully looks up with a look on her face that makes me want to pinch her nose.

“…”

I don’t have to explain anything! I just really want to pinch her tiny nose. Also, why are you like this? Shouldn’t I be the one to apologize?

Probably seeing my confusion, she continues, “I’m sorry for slapping you.”

Ohhh. She’s still bothered by that? It’s already been like… two hours? To be honest, I think she hurt herself more than me when she slapped me, and I kind of made a big mess, so she did have the right to be a little bit angry.

Hmm, wait a moment? Should I spin it to make her feel bad for me and make her owe me a bit? I once again look at her face and then I can’t bring myself to do it.

I’m truly getting weaker.

“It’s fine, Lily, I’m sorry I didn’t notice them trying to hypnotize you earlier and also for… this mess I made.” It’s true that I could’ve been a bit more delicate.

But as we talk, I look at her and ask, curious to see if the death of two people in front of her caused some damage. I know for a normal person it should be… traumatizing.

“It’s fine.” she says, “They were bad people, trying to hurt me and you as well.” Her eyes are serious as she says so, “They deserved that.”

Oh boy.

I’m definitely the most normal here.

 







 

I pull Biscuit’s cheek and boop his nose and continue to ignore his woofing while I think over what I should do with Sophie. I really don’t feel like apologizing and I won’t do it. The relationship between us is delicate, to say the least.

Lately, I’ve started thinking that I’ve kept her alive only because of little Isabella, so Sophie can take care of her sister and not make a little girl sad or hate me.

Sophie is annoying to deal with constant worry about her [Manipulation] and always sitting on the border of worth and not worth to be kept alive.

“Biscuit, what should I do?” I ask probably the smartest and most normal member of Group 4 after me, obviously.

(Food?)

“Nah, we can’t eat her.”

(Food.)

“Yeah, we could feed her to monsters.”

(Food!)

“No, you still can’t eat monsters, you will get sick. But we were talking about Sophie, It’s annoying to deal with her, isn’t it?”

(Asshole!)

“Yeah, she is?”

I pet the top of his head and the best doggo closes his eyes.

Hmm, I should teach you a few more words. We’re going to have you surprise Hadwin.

 







 

I give most of my food to Lily and a bit to Biscuit and then once again leave our hideout. Alone. I need to clear my head a bit and give others some space.

Tess is fine, Lily and Kim also seem to be somewhat unaffected. On the other hand, Aaron avoids me even more than before and Sophie is staying out of my sight as much as possible, keeping Isabella with her.

I guess she didn’t take my feelings seriously when I let her peek at them while she was strengthening my body and helping me handle my mana. This probably opened her eyes a bit.

I check the new side quest and it’s as I thought.

Side quest:Kill 800 enemies

Other side quests just need me to get [Mana Infusion] to level twenty and I’m ready to get a new passive skill.

As for my reward for killing 700 enemies…

Short Sword (Common): A practical choice for any adventurer, this iron short sword boasts a sturdy blade and a reliable leather grip. Perfect for those beginning their journey, it’s simple yet effective for most combat situations.

I then tie one of my mana stones to the blade and continue trying to infuse the stone with my mana as it holds it much better than the sword, and then have the stone continuously infuse the blade with the mana.

I even etch some pathways into the blade and try to keep them working thanks to the mana from mana stone.

But as before, the sword cracks and breaks, mana leaks terribly, and pathways are not working. But it’s fine, I’ll learn from my constructs and create one for items as well and instead of my mana heart, the mana stones will keep them working.

How cool is that?

 







 

The icy guy, now alone, is now one of Sophie’s pets if I can call it like that. When Sophie sees that I noticed that she looks at me, her eyes firm, as if asking me to say anything.

But I do not. It might be my lack of interest in the guy and not caring what happened to him or maybe a half-step back to allow Sophie to keep some face. It could easily be either option.

But later that day we finally are close to the walls. The way there was easier than before, a lot less monsters moving around and close to the wall. We also hurried to meet with Hadwin, Maya, and Dennis as they acquired one of the traps used to catch sparrows. I do not ask from where but it’s easy to guess.

For the last five minutes, we are led by Aaron that finally gets within reach to communicate with his twin brother and soon enough we finally meet the last three members of our group.

Like all of us, they are thinner, messy, with wrecked clothes, and looking more like wild animals after days on the third floor.

“Hey,” Hadwin says simply as we meet, while Aaron is meeting with Dennis and Maya awkwardly keeps looking between Tess and Sophie.

Good, finally I can dump everything on Hadwin, but first, Biscuit go!

Feeling my thoughts, the best doggo on the third floor moves in front of me and speaks telepathically toward Hadwin.

(I require sustenance)
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Chapter 140 - Selling the corgi


                “What are you even—” Hadwin pauses, sighing as he looks up at me.

What? Why is everyone sighing so much around me?

“You are ruining this corgi,” he says, stepping closer. I notice he is holding a nicely crafted shield, and I can even feel some mana emanating from it.

I’m not ruining Biscuit! He was ruined from the start. I mean perfect. He was perfect from the start. Moreover, I have to do things like this once in a while. It continues to make me feel better, even though it might seem silly.

But now, “Show me your shield,” I gesture to Hadwin. The man, not even surprised at this point, hands me the shield.

Reflective Shield (Uncommon):A shield that creates a weak shimmering barrier and reflects a portion of incoming attacks back at the enemy. It strengthens with each reflected assault but requires mana.

Oh ho, isn’t that interesting?

“You can’t have it,” I hear somewhere in the background. I decide to ignore it, already sending my mana into the shield to observe it.

The moment my mana enters, it gets sucked inside, moving through thin, circuit-like paths into what I think is a mana stone. Then, inside the stone, something happens and mana is sent outside again, this time with some reflective properties. Terribly weak, but surely interesting.

“You can play with Biscuit three times if you give me the shield,” I say without thinking.

“The heck, I don’t want…”

“Five times,” I quickly add. When I hear Biscuit woof at me, I look up and finally remember that it’s not Isabella I’m talking to.

Oh, awkward… But that makes it better, “I’ll be taking it for a few hours,” I say, and boost my body to launch myself around the room, “Go and talk with Tess. You guys can take care of everything.”

Huhuh, good job Haddy! You can cook, you bring me nice shiny new stuff, you will deal with people instead of me. I’ll make sure to pay you back somehow!

But now, let’s examine the shield. After seeing Tess keeping a watch, I lift my eyebrows in a question, and I swear she sighed before nodding, indicating that she’ll be on lookout.

So, I combine both parts of my [Focus] through its new upgrade and send my mana into the shield.

 







 

I broke the shield.

 







 

Hadwin is asking for the shield from down the street, so I tell him I need more time to examine it.

 







 

After a few more fights with monsters that I do not join, Hadwin is asking for the shield again.

Now I start panicking.

 







 

What the heck! How the hell is the shield so weak? I only sent a minuscule amount of mana inside it. It’s uncommon; it should be better! Maybe it was broken even before I touched it? Could I say that to Hadwin?

Okay, okay, let’s focus.

Once again, I send my senses through the shield and this time, look at the circuits that are hidden under the surface of the shield, leading from the handle towards the mana stone that is safely imbued inside the thickest part of the shield.

This one seems fine. This one is good. Why is this one so oddly shaped? This one isn’t leading anywhere? What the heck does it do?

Oh, this one is slightly burned. Now then, I consolidate my [Focus] and [Oscillation] and activate them as I carefully send the tiniest thread of oscillation mana through the destroyed part, then reach towards it with [Mana Manipulation].

It doesn’t work. I can’t reactivate the circuit. So, I use [Mana Infusion] together with [Mana Manipulation] and examine it closely while sending the tiniest bits of my mana towards it.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 32 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 33]

This is so weird. Is the mana able to stay semi-permanent because of the metal the shield is made of? Oh! What if it’s the mana stone? I quickly reach towards it and send a bit more to wake it up, then try to connect the newly fixed circuit to it. I stop thinking and just let the feeling lead me. My heart beats calmly as I delve deeper and focus more on the task in front of me.

[Focus - lvl 32 > Focus - lvl 33]

The world becomes black and white, and within it, the thin threads of circuits filled with my mana shine. Not even realizing what I’m doing, I send my mana towards the parts that I consider poorly made and circuits that look damaged either by the passage of time or by a lack of care during the shield’s creation.

Full of satisfaction, I watch as the mana stone starts humming, absorbing the mana that continues to flow into it and then creating a weak reflective effect in front of the shield.

Just now, I notice that the mana stone itself has circuits etched all over its surface, and even more inside. A dense web of twisting and beautiful circuits.

Okay, this should be enough for now. I stop and let my mana dissipate, exiting the deep focus I was in, to be welcomed by Tess sitting next to me.

“You broke the shield,” she says, her voice flat.

“Pfff, as if I were that stupid. You can check it; it’s totally fine.”

“Hadwin risked his life to get it,” she points out.

Fine, fine, I already said I’ll pay him back. Darn it. Even I’m not that evil to destroy another man’s toys.

“Nat, tell me, what level is your highest-leveled skill?” Tess asks.

Huh? Did you get curious? Anyway, it’s not a problem so I tell her.

A long pause then hangs between us.

“I guess it makes sense, you being you… mine is 23.” She then stands up, jumps from the roof we’re on, lands softly on her feet, and rejoins the others.

 







 

When I return the shield to Hadwin, he instantly grabs it and sends his mana through it.

Oi! You’ll hurt my feelings. Do you think I’d break it…ehm…do you think I’d break it twice?! 

Biscuit, defend me!

Feeling my distress, the best doggo comes running and barks at the older man, (I require sustenance!).

Good boy!

“Why does it feel stronger than before?”

“Of course, it’s not brok…” What? Stronger than before?

“Did you upgrade it?” He sends more mana through it and then tries to hit the wall next to him with the reflective barrier in front of the shield, “Oh, it really is better.”

Uh oh.

“Sorry, I thought you broke it and yet you were trying to upgrade it for me. I apologize for suspecting you.”

“It’s fine,” hehe. I quickly look around, trying to detect little Isabella and, as I thought, she is nearby. Her eyes are wide and focused on me. Her expression clearly says that she knows as she reads my feelings.

Dang it.

I lift my hand, showing one straightened finger. She shakes her head silently and lifts her hand showing three straightened fingers. Then after exchanging a silent glance, we both lift hands showing two fingers and she smiles.

I’m sorry Biscuit, I sold you out once again.

 







 

Hadwin uses the trap twice and catches two sparrows that are bigger than usual, allowing us to have some food after a long time. My piece is the smallest as I give half to Lily and then some to Biscuit.

Right now, I feel that my body is fully upgraded and ready for more levels of skills and more stats. It’s not like now it’s not a problem to dump most of my stats into mana and ignore constitution. Nope, this part is still a problem.

Another issue is the itching palm of my hand. It started a few days ago and it’s getting more and more annoying, yet I’m still unable to detect the reason. I’ll have to continue to observe it carefully.

The body upgrade just made me less reliant on food, water, and sleep, and I still don’t know exactly how it works. The system obviously didn’t give me detailed descriptions, but I did continue to observe my body the entire time, looking out for some noticeable changes.

There are none, or what is most likely, I’m not able to observe them at my current level of skill.

Nothing unexpected.

“Are you scared of me?” I ask Kim during a moment of boredom while both of us keep watch. It’s morning and we’re letting others rest a bit before we move the final stretch towards the wall that is now much closer, making us realize it’s even higher than we thought.

“I…I don’t know.” he says.

That’s a weird way to answer. You either are or are not.

“Partially, I understand that you won’t hurt me the way you did to Cipher and Goldie, not if I don’t try to hurt you first or betray you,” Kim says cautiously, clearly still worried about my reaction, “But I’m still nervous and can’t help it. It’s not because I’m planning to hurt you, it’s just…” He pauses and thinks, looking for the right words, “I’m scared that I’ll make an unintentional mistake and you’ll treat me like your enemy.”

He looks at me. A young 15-year-old boy, someone with an inferiority complex because of his talented siblings and overreaching parent. In my eyes, he’s still just a kid.

“It’s scary, Nathaniel, you are scary.”

I see, that’s also a way some people see me, and I don’t think the way he thinks is unreasonable or untrue.

“I’m not worried about what happened to Cipher and others. They tried to control Lily and always acted so arrogantly, and you didn’t even see how they treated the natives,” he shakes his head. “I think all of us have already gotten used to all this blood and stuff.”

I remain silent and listen to him. 

“But,” he moves a bit closer and our eyes meet, and this time I do not look away, “Tess, Lily, and Izzy don’t seem to mind, but everyone else? Sophie is always walking on tiptoes around you. Aaron and Dennis are scared of you, Maya avoids you, and Hadwin is very careful about how he treats you. You just seem like you could snap at any moment.” Kim finishes his sentence.

“Thanks for telling me,” I tell him.

This time it is he who nods.

He might not know, but I’m trying; I really am. I’m trying to stay patient, I’m trying not to cast people away, and I’m trying to open up slightly to some of them.

I don’t even know what I am expecting from that, but I think that’s something time will tell.
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Chapter 141 - Two question mark monsters


                Tess receives five javelins made from my mana. I made them a bit denser this time so they should last around twenty minutes. She says they’re a bit harder to control because they’re made of mana that isn’t hers, but it’s not that bad.

I also give around a hundred small orbs to Kim, which are also made of my mana, and Hadwin gets a mace. That’s how we reach the wall and stop in front of it.

I can feel mana all over its surface and it’s towering like a skyscraper over us, all around the horizon. There are no holes, no gate, the wall is smooth and it doesn’t even seem like it was made from bricks. It’s just a single massive piece of… something. To test it out, I create and shoot one javelin at it and it burrows itself into the wall, yet the damage is minimal.

“Okay, as we said before. Nathaniel and I go first, Tess will support us. Kim, if you will.” Hadwin says.

For the last time, he checks if everyone is ready and then we stand on the massive iron platform that Tess and Hadwin assembled by twisting and connecting multiple iron doors, pieces of the roof, and materials we found.

Kim then uses his [Gravity Well] and everyone gets affected by it, feeling lighter as well as the platform that he now starts moving slowly up, controlling it so no one will lose balance.

I grab Hadwin and propel us high into the air, much quicker than the platform. Transforming the kinetic energy of my heart, I propel us a few more times until we reach the top of the wall where I lower the output and we land softly. Quickly joined by Tess further away from us who did something similar with her [Psychokinesis].

Then I look at what lies behind the wall.

Down there are beautiful vast fields full of flowers and with white trees that have almost golden-like leaves. There are no houses as far as I can see and in the distance, yet another wall towers towards the sky. This one is of a beautiful blue and intertwined by veins of lighter blue, seemingly all of this creating some patterns.

There is also something a bit more interesting. A shallow stream of water that flows through vibrant green fields full of colorful flowers and golden-leafed trees. But there might be a problem.

[Undead Deer- lvl ??]

[Undead Bear - lvl ??]

[Undead Wolf - lvl ?]

[Undead Wolf - lvl ?]

[Undead Boar - lvl ?]

Damned system.

 



 

“I can take them,” I say.

“You just said two of them seem to be around level 150, Nat.”

“Yup, I can take them.”

All of us are already on top of the wall, looking deep down at beautiful fields and immensely strong undead monsters that continue to walk around in the distance, some of them powerful enough to kill all of us if caught unprepared.

“Can’t we just jump down, get some water and run away?” Hadwin asks.

“Where is the fun in that?” I ask.

“Nathaniel, we came here to get some water and maybe some food,” the older man adds.

Oh, that’s true, isn’t it? My eyes move towards Lily and her parched lips. Out of all of us, she drinks the least of our remaining water. The silly girl probably feels that it might be because of her that we lost our source of water.

“One question mark shouldn’t be a problem for me and Nat. Or maybe we can have Sophie control them and send them to distract the two question marks while we get some water,” Tess says.

Is Tess maybe a genius?

“I should be able to control the wolves for a bit, but I’m not sure about the boar. And there is no chance for me to control two question marks. At most, I can stop them for a second or two.” Sophie adds.

There are five monsters in the area we can see. Closest to us are two Undead wolves, the boar is a bit more to our left and closest to the stream, and then two question mark Deer and Bear are further in the distance, each of them as big as a house and similarly strong to the undead aberrant weredeer.

“How about we have Sophie manipulate the wolves and have them ready in case the two question marks come closer. Meanwhile, we will kill the boar and get some water before climbing back on the wall?” Hadwin offers.

“I wouldn’t rely on the wolves being able to stop the Bear or Deer. Maybe for a few seconds, but not much longer.” I say.

“Well, that complicates things…” the older man sighs while I continue to observe the Deer and Bear.

How strong they are, I want to hunt them. I want to trick them in a similar way I did before and I want them to push me even more than the undead aberrant deer did. 

Should I try to snipe them from up here? I’m far enough and if I create an attack strong enough I might be able to one-shot them. But in such a case, how would the remaining two question marks react? Would they rush at us? Climb the wall? Would I be able to fight back, probably tired after killing the first one?

Others become too noisy as they start talking and brainstorming ideas, so I stand up and move a bit further away from them. I sit on the wall, my legs hanging from the edge, and I swing them a bit while I observe the monsters far in the distance and the beautiful fields down there.

A few minutes pass, and they’re still going on, so I filter out the background noise and only focus on observing my body after the upgrade, especially my left arm. There’s something weird with it, some disruption in mana flow in the palm of my restored hand. I’ve felt it ever since the start of the third floor but mostly ignored it because I thought it was a tiny mistake that happened because of the low level of Lily’s skill.

It also doesn’t affect me or my mana at all, so I didn’t pay much attention to it and only came to observe it once in a while. But now, after the body upgrade, it becomes worse. It’s still not affecting my body at all; it’s just this weird feeling as if the palm of my left hand is itching slightly. It’s weird and hard to describe.

Anyway, I can cut off my hand if it becomes weird or dangerous. I can have Lily slowly regrow it in the worst case. For now, I’ll continue to observe it.

I stop filtering out the background noise, and they’re still brainstorming, worried about the monsters or unexpected situations. Even though they all are getting weaker as time passes. Most of us are thin, lips parched as we go without much water for days. I even notice that Lily is barely keeping herself awake and is trying to hide her suffering by constantly using some of her mana to heal her body.

The heck, why are all of you so careful? You need to be a bit more adventurous. You’re in Hell Difficulty. A strong will and decisiveness to take risks are a must.

I stand up, and a javelin appears over my head, and I start feeding it with mana. The first one to notice is Sophie, and she immediately pokes Tess, and both of them turn to me.

“Nathaniel?” Tess asks.

The javelin is already getting denser and longer, easily twice my length, “Yes?”

“What are you doing?”

Wisps of light blue mana start flowing through the weapon as I infuse more and more mana into it, “Sparrow Obliterator 4000.”

“…”

Wisps of purple mana appear, and I feel the javelin becoming heavier, the weapon as thick as my upper arm and longer than ever before. I [Focus] a bit more and twist it, shape it a bit so when it flies through the air, it will start spinning, the spinning stabilizing its trajectory. I also add a bit more weight to the middle to balance it better.

“It’s easy, get ready to jump off the wall to get back behind us, Miss Mindblender will control the wolves in case they all rush us and somehow climb the wall. Twin jerks can use their skill to create some illusions to our right in case the monsters get up top,” I say.

“That’s not a very detailed plan,” Hadwin joins, but I see him stretching slightly.

“Nothing ever goes according to plan, Haddy, just get ready to bullshit our way out of it if something happens.”

“Haddy…” the older man shakes his head.

The javelin starts humming, and I put all of my attention to holding its shape and stop the mana from exploding while I redistribute and infuse more into it. The tricolored mana wildly swirls inside the weapon, and I realize that I’ve reached my current limit, so I release my Mana Regulator a bit more, and my heart beats loudly.

I control both, the kinetic energy flowing through my body as well as the javelin that threatens to explode and probably kill us all.

“They don’t seem to feel your mana,” Tess says.

“That’s quite good, isn’t it?” Now then, slowly breathe in, infuse a bit more, a tiny bit more. Good. 

Ignore the notification. Good. 

Grab all the kinetic energy. Good. 

And this time, don’t push the javelin from behind, try to apply all the energy to the front of the javelin where it’s heaviest to make the kinetic energy pull it instead of pushing and wasting so much of it. No, not like this, this is way too inefficient. I quickly correct the way I do it. Now anchor it, and let the mana flow. 

Oh, and control the mana a bit more, the weapon almost exploded. Good. 

NOW.

The javelin disappears, and I get thrown to the side almost falling down from the edge of the wall because of the shockwave from shooting the weapon. Hadwin grabs me and helps me stop, and while changing my regulator again, I look towards the javelin that is already stabbed inside the deer’s hind leg, glowing white and about to explode.

The undead deer’s antlers start glowing too and his eyes turn towards the top of the wall where we are, and then he takes a step and disappears into his own shadow. That leaves the javelin behind to explode in the place where the deer used to stand. 

My eyes immediately turn to my own shadow, and it starts growing bigger, much bigger. Inside of the shadow one of the Undead deer’s giant eyes appears.
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Chapter 142 - Undead Deer - Lvl ??


                “Stay on the wall,” I shout and propel myself far away from the others, right over the edge of the wall, and I start falling to the place in the city where we came from. Right in between ruined houses and empty streets.

The deer’s mana starts to swirl around me, and I feel my shadow expand more and more, and soon enough the deer steps out of it and starts falling towards the ground together with me.

In quick succession, Tess’s javelin filled with lightning stabs itself into its back, followed by even stronger lightning that uses the javelin as a lightning rod.

The monster roars, certainly feeling the attack, and for a moment ignores me, turning its eyes towards the top of the wall. I feel its mana move and before it can jump into Tess’s shadow, my mana explodes.

[Disruption] boosted by [Mana Surge] hits the monster with the full power I can muster, and it cancels out its “jump”, the monster once again turning to me.

Then we finally reach the ground, and both of us land somehow elegantly, without taking any damage.

The deer’s mana shines from its antlers and the houses around us start to crumble, only for its debris to be lifted up into the air, floating around the deer. The debris is thrown at me in quantity and with a speed of a terrifying level, and to counter it I create a shield in front of me. The shield is shaped as an oval to make it as small as possible, I also make the front of it thinner and sharper, reaching a bit in front of me and cutting all the debris while thinner sides of the shield let the debris pass by me without the shield taking too much damage.

Debris just keeps coming and getting smashed against my shield I continue to strengthen with tricolored mana.

I feel a few more of Tess’s attacks land on the deer and even Sophie’s mana reaches towards the monster, stopping its attack for a few seconds, giving me a bit more time to fill my shield with mana.

Then, not unexpectedly, I feel my shadow swell and grow bigger, and to answer that I ignore it. Instead, I push even more mana inside my shield, and it starts vibrating, getting harder and harder to stop it from exploding.

When my shadow expands and the monster appears right next to me, I brace myself, strengthening my body through Symbiotic Transference, and propel myself with more force than before, sending me flying through the debris and smashing them apart with my strengthened body.

I propel myself a few more times in the split second, even hitting a few roofs and houses in my way.

Meanwhile, the tricolored shield behind me I created starts shining brightly, about to explode right after the deer fully steps out of what used to be my shadow.

Good, now let’s see how you will tank this.

The mana inside the shield starts to turn into a shining white color and then the shield disappears.

Huh?

Instead of exploding next to the deer, the attack appears right behind me, in my shadow, transported there by the deer’s skill.

I see, so that’s how we play. I clench my teeth and rouse up my entire mana and then instead of running away, I reach out towards my shield that’s about to explode and force it back under my control. A groan escapes my mouth, and my head feels like it’s about to explode together with constant grinding that sounds in my ears.

My skills activate one after another, trying to force this monstrous mana back under my control, and I continue to squeeze the shield into a more manageable shape, an orb as big as my fist.

I force all of this mana into the shape that continues to fight against me and threatens to explode at any second, the tricolored mana swirling wildly inside the orb and shining brighter than before while letting out an audible hum.

Meanwhile, the monster’s antlers shine once again and the houses around it crumble only to be lifted up and thrown at me and then halfway to be redirected to the sides as if a wave splitting in front of the wall.

A wall that is a young blonde woman.

Tess stands there, lightning cracking along her body while her mana continues to feed her [Psychokinesis] that doesn’t push against the monster’s much stronger skill, she just redirects it slightly, making it pass by our sides and hit the houses behind us.

Then a rain of dark blue orbs that I made for Kim hits the monster’s head, barely doing any serious damage, but clearly pissing it off.

As I continue to try to stop my mana from exploding, I don’t have time to feel the deer’s mana, but it’s easy to guess that it will try to jump into Kim’s shadow. But before it does that, Tess’s javelin stabs itself deep into its neck and then explodes with lightning mana that tears apart pieces of its Undead neck and that’s enough to stop it from jumping away.

The monster turns to Tess and the world around us explodes. Entire streets and dozens of houses crumble in a split of second, hitting our bodies and throwing us rolling on the ground, and then they continue to fly high in the air, almost as high as the wall is.

At the same time, the monster’s telekinesis reaches towards us and glues our bodies to the spot. The deer uses enough mana to ignore our bodies’ natural barrier which should make something like this extremely hard to do.

With another pulse of mana, all the debris that covers a massive piece of the sky starts falling too, speeding up the entire time, pulled to the ground with the massive force of the monster’s skill.

I elongate the orb hovering over the palm of my hand into a long, sharp shape, a javelin that’s smaller than the one before, just that much denser.

At the same time, multiple things happen.

Another rain of orbs hits the monster.

Tess’s mana explodes around her, and I feel her pushing against the pressure around and reaching towards the debris that is flying where we are.

And I also feel Sophie’s mana reach towards the deer, and then the deer’s eyes jump from me to Tess. As if the deer forgot about my existence.

My javelin flies at the monster, leaving a trail of mana in its path and then stabbing itself deep into its head without the monster even noticing it, its eyes still on Tess. Then I release my Mana Regulator to fifty percent and my heart thumps, sending vibrations of kinetic energy through my body, pushing it to its current limit and pummeling it.

First heartbeat.

Kinetic energy around me explodes and I propel myself towards Tess, immediately grabbing her.

Second heartbeat.

I use all the energy to propel us high in the air.

Third heartbeat.

The debris in our way gets pushed again and redirected by Tess, just enough force to change its trajectory and not hit us, and I use another wave of kinetic energy to propel us even faster, feeling the mana behind us expand.

We land on the wall, and I again activate my Mana Regulator at the same time as I start creating a shield of tricolored mana in front of all of us.

Then the javelin stabbed deep into the deer’s head explodes, threads of tricolored mana untangling and slashing around, cutting apart the deer, and then an explosion follows. A ring of shockwaves immediately followed by a ring of fire expands in a split second into the massive area under the wall.

The shockwave destroys some of the buildings and the following heat melts the stones and any iron plating it reaches, and as the wave hits the walls it quickly follows its force and flickering waves climb on the side of the wall, until they reach the top and flames and vibrations continue higher, the side effect of it hitting us and pushing us a bit further from the edge.

I notice Isabella weakening the heat, and everyone endures the shockwave on their own.

For a fleeting moment, silence ensues, and immediately after there is an immense sucking force as the air rushes to fill up the void left after the explosion. The now-dead body after its head exploded gets folded and squeezed and pulled to the place where the javelin used to be, followed by more and more debris, flames, and air that rush back in.

As before, all of this takes just a second, explosion quickly followed by implosion. The only difference is that this one was even stronger than the one I used against the Undead Aberrant Deer, not being left with any other reasonable choice after my attack got flung against me.

“What a shitshow,” I sigh. It doesn’t matter what I do, it almost never goes as we would like it to go, and in the end, it all comes down to improvisation. But there is no point in complaining, I don’t think it will change.

I cancel out the barrier of my mana and for the last time, I look down at where the explosion started, then I turn around to check on the others. A few of them are shaken and barely standing, either because of their help during the fight or the aftereffects of it.

Izzy is smiling, and I nod at Sophie. This time the mind manipulator missy really did help. But what’s with them? Why do you have to look at me like this? It was just a small explosion. Everyone should be capable of something like this at around level 100.

As my eyes skim by them, I notice a weird movement on the edge of the wall behind them. Something flickers there, and then a massive paw with each claw as long as Isabella reaches up and grabs the edge of the wall.

My mana starts to move again when a giant head pokes over the top of the wall.

The head of a giant bear with one eye missing and terrible scars across its decaying body.

[Undead Bear - lvl ??]

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    

 

Shout time! This time it’s for Amazon release! As always, you can check the synopsis, and if it’s something you might like, you know what to do.

Blood Demon’s Retirement III: A Peace Found Within (The Blood Demon’s Retirement Book 3)



[image: ]



A Family to call her own. A Path to follow for the future. An Opportunity most would have never dreamed of. Cal found herself on the receiving end of many things she never once thought she would be gifted with back when her journey began.



Some part of her still felt that one with a bloodied past like hers did not deserve such things, yet that part was slowly, surely, receding to an abandoned corner of her psyche. In its stead, she found a peace she had not felt for a long time growing inside her heart.



                



Chapter 143 - Undead Bear - Lvl ??


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey! It’s the second and final shout of the week! As always, check out the synopsis, and if it sounds like something you would enjoy, then go ahead and check out: The Herald of Frost: Arc - An OP MC Isekai LitRPG


Through hellish training, Arc became a hero

After five years of hell, she emerges victorious from the clutches of the System finally escaping the frozen wasteland that she called her home.

Now, with the goal to live a simple life, and to find answers on why she was summoned, she sets off on her journey. One that won’t be easy because of her identity and strength, one in which she will face hardship, but one that she’ll overcome. 

Because she is. 

A hero.



 



 

 



                

                The monster pulls itself higher, and finally, even others notice it, a few shouts sounding into the surrounding.

Kinetic energy turned into flames hits the head in the form of a bright yellow flame that I continue to strengthen with each passing second as my heart pumps more energy through my body. Soon after even Isabella’s blue flames join them and start to burn the monster, the disgusting smell of burned fur and flesh hitting our noses.

Tess also used her lightning attacks, Kim activates his gravity skill, and I know he is applying it on the monster in hopes it will lose its grip and fall down.

But nothing helps and the bear climbs over the walls and a shockwave hits all of us, pushing us away from him and stopping our attacks on the monster.

When the flames and smoke disappears the beast’s head is revealed, only a skull barely with any fur and muscles. Yet it still continues to look towards us, calmly as if not seeing us as a danger.

Maya, already in full armament and with a spear in her hand, stands in front of it with Hadwin by her side as the bear tilts its head and swings its paw at a speed that seems nearly impossible judging by its size.

Both of them are thrown away and sent flying over the wall.

But we can’t give them any more thought as another attack hits us. Another simple yet strong shockwave throws Sophie and Isabella over the wall and pushes others even closer to the edge, and I barely catch Kim and Lily before they fly over.

Seeing Sophie fall over, the last remaining member of Hard Difficulty jumps over the wall as well, seemingly about to help them.

In that short time between the attacks, I make my decision and put Lily into Kim’s arms and push them both over the edge, leaving only me, Tess, and the twins on top. The twins are already much further on the wall, both of them boosted by their skill [Haste].

(We will try to use [Sensory Deception] at the right moment!)

One of them sends into my head and only then I remember Biscuit, making me look around with a hint of panic. Thankfully the corgi is fine and dangling from the edge of the wall by one massive purple tentacle that continues to stretch, slowly lowering him down.

(Gone) he sends me and continues to lower himself faster.

Good boy.

Another shockwave hits us and I absorb most of the kinetic energy of the attack and throw it behind myself to propel myself ahead.

Tess endures as well, the lightning armor around her body crackling in red and white colors.

“Lure it away and run?” she shoots me a question.

“It will follow others,” I say while dozens of mana projectiles pop into existence and shoot towards the bear only to be shrugged off as nothing together with Tess’s lightning-imbued javelin.

The monster takes another step towards us and this time I feel Tess push against the shockwave and even weaken it enough to have almost no effect.

Again the bear tilts its head, a skull with empty eye sockets, and an even stronger shockwave hits us, strong enough to render my projectiles flying at it useless and even blow off the flame I try to throw at it.

Okay!

Fine!

Thrown over the edge of the wall I push myself back only for armor to appear around my body and then a helmet with a smooth front and without any holes for eyes. [Perception] encompasses the area and I [Focus] more.

Then I release my Mana Regulator a bit more and kinetic energy starts pummeling my body from inside only to be immediately turned into physical strengthening through my Symbiotic Transference.

When another shockwave hits me I absorb most of its energy to strengthen myself even further and immediately start infusing my body and my muscles with mana with the help of [Mana Infusion], which allows me to release my Mana Regulator even more and strengthen my body further.

The armor around my body is still transparent but in a darker shade of blue, and a sword appears in my hand, made of dark blue mana that I infuse with more and more of it until light blue and purple wisps of mana start flowing through the blade.

I did not put every available stat point into mana to fight melee! Damn it.

I dash at the bear my body strong as never before and my sword glowing with wisps of mana flowing inside of it. I absorb another shockwave only to immediately throw it at the monster and it just dissipates on the surface of its fur, causing no harm at all.

Reading the monster’s movements I duck under the paw that barely misses me and cut against it with as much force as I can.

The sword just bounces off and I absorb another shockwave, using it to further speed up my body while oscillating mana coats the blade and I slash again, this time leaving a deep groove on the bear’s paw.

I avoid the bite and watch its movements to dodge another two swings and step to the side, letting a shockwave pass me by while I angle my sword and slash again.

The blade, even coated in oscillation, bounces off, doing damage only to decaying muscles and bouncing off the bones.

Needing to release some energy generated by my Kinetic Mana Heart, a bright yellow flame explodes around me in a similar shockwave to the bear’s and burns its fur and muscles.

[Disruption] then fires up and I immediately follow it by slashing against the paw I used disruptive mana on. The sword bounces again and I push myself far away from the monster as I feel it collecting even more mana.

A strong shockwave hits me even in the distance and throws me from the wall only for me to propel myself back up.

Such a tough asshole, I groan.

The monster doesn’t seem that dangerous or strong, at least not to me, but its defense is annoyingly strong.

A shockwave that works like attack and defense at the same time. High physical stats and then the bones that seem to be impossible to destroy yet the monster still reacts carefully every time I get too close to its chest and probably its heart while totally ignoring attacks on its head where the brain should be.

For a moment, we just stand there: me, the bear, the twins far in the distance, and then Tess jumps back onto the wall.

“Others are safe,” she says before turning her attention back to the bear.

Hearing that my sword flies in the air only to be stretched and pressed into the shape of a javelin I start feeding with more mana. Let’s see how you will endure this.

I notice the twins start running even further and even Tess is getting ready to jump down from the wall.

The bear tilts its head again, looking at me. He looks at my chest where my Kinetic Mana heart beats. And then, out of nowhere, its own heart beats loudly, loud enough for us to hear.

One heartbeat.

The bear widens its stance and opens its maw.

The bear’s second heartbeat sounds deafening.

A massive wave of kinetic energy is thrown at us and I know if it touches us, it will tear our bodies apart. It’s an attack and energy I know that well.

So, for that moment, I let go of my control over the javelin and instead, my dual [Focus] combines into one and I put my full attention into absorbing the kinetic energy thrown at us. There is so much of it, much more than I can output with my currently regulated Kinetic Heart.

Yet, I do not hesitate. It’s the energy that I know so well, the energy I handle so often.

I reach towards it all. Not to weaken it, I reach out and grab it in its entirety and using some of it to further strengthen my mana-infused body and shoot the remainder in a thin cone of kinetic energy towards the bear, tearing apart the muscles and fur on its chest and revealing its ribs and its shining giant heart.

Its heart is covered in green mana and each thump strengthens it, generating kinetic energy in a similar way to my construct.

The monster somehow copied me.

Another heartbeat and the bear uses another shockwave combined with kinetic energy.

This time Tess helps and her [Psychokinesis] pushes against the shockwave while I absorb kinetic energy and use it to propel the already white glowing javelin that pierces the monster’s chest, barely missing a rib, it stabs its heart and while tearing it apart flies outside of it and further in the distance where it explodes without affecting us at all.

Finally, the monster shows some reaction, and more of its mana rushes into its chest while I stagger a bit.

When I reach out and check my mana reserves, I do realize that I have barely ten percent of my mana left. Because of my massive mana pool, I didn’t even think about limiting my mana and didn’t limit it at all, using so much of it for my attacks.

Slowly, the bear takes another step towards us and its heart starts healing, covered in green mana. Then it beats strongly and I can hear its bones vibrate under the kinetic energy the heart sends through the bear’s body.

Another heartbeat reverberates through its body and the monster stops, once again tilting its head as if in a confused manner.

With another heartbeat the bear’s kinetic energy rages through its body, tearing apart muscles and revealing more of its pearl-white bones.

I start forming another javelin when I feel Tess’s hand touch my shoulder.

“We should run while we can,” the blonde says and it makes me stop, realizing that I barely have any mana left.

The heartbeat sounds into the surrounding and the bear opens its mouth in a soundless growl. Kinetic energy flowing through its body tears more and more of it apart, every beat audibly shaking and vibrating the bones that absorb some of this energy. The kinetic energy does more damage to the monster than we did.

I give the bear one last look and together with Tess, we jump over the wall.

            


Chapter 144 - Peacemaker


                Down below, we find the others, most of them in a terrible state and herded to one place by Hadwin who doesn’t seem that hurt even after falling from such a height; his [Strengthening] is probably good enough to help him endure.

Sophie and Isabella are also fine, but the last member of Hard Difficulty, the Icy guy, is really hurt. Both of his legs are broken, an arm twisted and one of his eyes is blind.

Maya is in a similar state with bones poking out of both of her broken shins and sweat on her forehead as she clenches her teeth in pain while Lily heals her.

“Kim went to get the twins, they connected with him,” Hadwin says, and I now see that he is missing a few of his teeth and is bruised all over, with also a broken arm and probably multiple ribs.

Well, that’s dumb if I have to say so myself, but it’s Kim’s decision.

To make matters even worse, Lily heals one of Maya’s legs and then passes out, her breathing short and weak and the petite girl shaking and sweating. Malnourished, dehydrated, overtaxing herself.

Biscuit moves closer to her and a few tentacles appear over him as he protectively stands in front of her after licking her hand a few times. The dog whimpers and looks towards me.

(Gone?)

Immediately after he whimpers again and steps a bit further, taking his eyes off me.

I quickly control myself and force my mana and mind to calm down.

As I step closer, I reach out and let Biscuit lick my hand, and after that, I pet his tiny head. “Sorry for that, I didn’t want to scare you, it’s just that I’m not in a very good mood right now.”

From atop the wall, I can still feel waves of kinetic energy as the bear’s heart continues to thump and generate it and trying to take it all under its control.

I’ll be back for you, you can be sure of that. How dare you try to copy my construct.

Goddamned bear.

Now then, back to this silly girl. When I lift her up she feels so light and weak.

(We will go over the wall on the opposite side, the bear seems to be busy right now and we can avoid the others!) Sounds in my head and after that, the silence ensues.

Well, I guess we don’t have to bother waiting for Kim anymore.















Just a few minutes have passed since we entered one of the hideouts and I made sure it’s working, and I’m already impatient to leave and go back outside. 

I keep opening and clenching my fist while watching my mana fill up bit by bit. It’s quick, probably much faster than for others, but for me, it feels as if too slow. I’ve already gotten used to not having trouble with lacking mana at all.

Another annoying thing is the Icy man, Cipher’s old companion. Unlike others that left me alone, feeling or seeing my bad mood, the man crawled to me. Using only one arm to pull himself closer.

His legs are broken, one of his arms is also broken and he is missing one of his eyes. Yet there is still some will in him and I even notice that his wounds are covered in ice a bit. I don’t know how much it helps but the man still does it.

For a long moment, he looks at me and I look at him. I do not know him, I never bothered knowing him. Out of the trio, he was probably the least memorable and I didn’t even bother with the other two.

Yet here he is and he is crying.

“I’m scared,” he says, and his voice is audibly shaken. A man a bit older than me sobs quietly and I do believe him, I can hear the fear in his voice.

“That girl… that woman is doing something to me,” he says, “I don’t know what and I can’t even fight against it, but I know she does something,” he pulls himself even closer, groaning from pain, “I almost died and maybe will die because of her. I do not know her yet I did jump over the wall and even wanted to sacrifice myself to keep her sister and her alive.”

He then pauses.

“It’s terrifying, I don’t even know if I’m me anymore,” his hand touches me and his voice becomes full of pleading, “Please, I beg you, stop her.”

“Did you know about what Cipher and Goldie did to Lily?” I ask.

His silence is all the answer I need.

“So why should I even bother?” I hear that my voice bears some annoyance in it, “You are lucky to be alive.”

“This is not life if I’m not myself!” he screams and more heads turn to us, “Do you think she won’t control all of you if given a chance? I thought Goldie was scary with her hypnosis, but this woman,” he points his shaking hand at Sophie, “she is much worse!”

“I see, should I help you then?” I stand up and a sword forms in my hand, “Just one word and I’ll end it all.” His eyes become full of fear and it makes me almost smile, “Just one word and you are free.” As I say it, I keep poking his body with the tip of my sword and he doesn’t say anything.

Unsurprisingly he is not like Lissandra that destroyed her world and herself the moment she got a suspicion someone is controlling her.

“Now then, to make it clear and not beat around the bush and say it out loud,” I say loudly enough for everyone in the hideout to hear it. Sophie, Isabella, Tess, Hadwin, Maya, and even barely conscious Lily are listening.

“I swear on the life of my mother and on the life of my sister, the most precious things in this world to me.” A short pause is filled with deafening silence, “Sophie, if you ever try to control me or people I care about again, I’ll kill you. I’ll do it without hesitation and I won’t care if it happens in front of your sister.”

The silence becomes even deeper, and now everyone is looking at Sophie, who is also looking at me. She seems to understand, but if not, she can ask Isabella. I’m sure the little girl can tell her how serious I am.

After saying that out loud I feel much better. There is still a lot of anger at Sophie and her meddling with my mind, but saying these things feels as if I can’t now take a step back in case she does something like this. I won’t be able to pressure myself into thinking logically, I’ll just have to do what I said I would do.

“Okay, now that we are all on the same wavelength, there are a few things we have to do. First, Sophie, go and infuse Lily with your mana, keep her strengthened. Hadwin, you go out and use that trap to get us some sparrows. Tess, you will protect them just in case. If Lily tries to use even a speck of her mana to heal someone, you can zap her and make her unconscious until I come back with water or send Kim and the twins back with it.”

My eyes glance around the room and no one seems to be complaining, no one other than Lily.

“You!” I point a finger at Lily, “Stay put. Maya will heal on her own and if her bones don’t fix themselves normally we can break them again and then you will heal her.”

Lily doesn’t seem to like it. She exchanges looks with Tess. The young blonde woman smiles at Lily but her eyes remain somewhat cold, clearly indicating she will zap her if needed.

I ignore Maya’s terrified look and I do not even mention the Icy guy.

Then I leave the hideout. As many times before, even this seems to be my fault. I shouldn’t have killed Cipher and I should be more careful when attacking the deer. But at the same time, things could be much worse if I did not do these things.

But consequences are here and the best thing I can do now is to help Kim and maybe these two little brats, get some water and beat up some copycat bear.

And there is one more thing.

I quickly put some distance between me and the hideout, once again under the wall and when I send my mana towards the top, I still can feel waves of kinetic energy. Is the bear trying to learn how to control it? Goddamned monsters in hell difficulty.

But first things first. I open up my left hand and look at the palm that has continued to bother me ever since the start of the floor. The weird feeling of itching is now even worse and for the first time, I can feel intricate patterns of mana inside of it. Circuits I’m barely able to perceive, yet I know they are there, and on the skin of my palm, a pattern appears.

A pattern looking exactly like a Peacemaker, the strongest defensive item in the world of the second floor. An item that I got from Lissandra and that I held with my left hand, exactly as the pattern is etched into my skin.

Interesting isn’t it, but this much is enough.

I coat my right arm in an oscillating mana and cut off my left hand.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Oh boy, it looks like the Random comment gang is taking over. Have the Biscuit enjoyers already been defeated?



                



Chapter 145 - Envy


                I glance at my severed left hand and burn the stump with thermal energy to stop the bleeding, immediately after I form a hand made of mana. Testingly, I move the fingers and increase the density of the mana.

For now, this should do. I can’t have Lily restore my arm in the state she is in now.

Now then, since I’ve calmed down a bit, I should pick my rewards, right?

The kill of the level 159 deer got me a whopping 2 levels and I also completed my Side Quest that required me to get all of my skills over level twenty.

It’s time to get my rewards before I start moving.

 

Congratulations, you have completed your Side Quest. You can now select one of the offered Passive skills, which have been determined based on your performance so far in the tutorial.

 

Passive Skill: Kinetic Momentum (Rare)

The user’s manipulation of kinetic energy becomes fluid and seamless, allowing them to effortlessly transfer kinetic force between their body, weapons, and projectiles, increasing overall impact and damage.

 

Passive Skill: Mana-Fortified Resilience (Rare)

The user’s resilience strengthens with their current mana reserves, boosting resistance to physical strain, and also enhancing resistance to various energies.

 

Passive Skill: Mana Convergence (Rare)

The user’s mana manipulation abilities allow them to merge multiple streams of mana into a concentrated form, amplifying the potency and efficiency of their mana-based attacks and defenses.

 

Passive Skill: Swift Recovery (Uncommon)

The user’s natural healing rate is slightly accelerated, allowing them to recover from injuries and wounds more quickly, particularly when their mana levels are high.

 

Passive Skill: Thermal Conversion Mastery (Uncommon)

The user’s expertise in converting kinetic energy to thermal energy expands, allowing them to efficiently convert a higher percentage of kinetic energy into intense heat, resulting in more potent thermal-based attacks.

 

Passive Skill: Thermal Channeling (Uncommon)

The user can channel thermal energy into their mana-infused weapons or constructs, imbuing them with scorching heat that increases their damage potential.

 

Passive Skill: Mana Forge (Uncommon) 

The user’s mastery of mana manipulation enables them to shape and mold mana into slightly more intricate and powerful constructs, granting their creations enhanced durability and destructive capabilities.

 

Passive Skill: Mana Overload Absorption (Rare) 

The user’s mana pathways have the capacity to absorb excess mana, mitigating the negative effects of mana overloads and preventing potential mana instability or backlash.

 

Passive Skill: Energy Channeling (Rare)

The user has mastered the art of channeling various energies into their mana-infused weapons or constructs, achieving a seamless integration of different energy types.

 

As often, the options are beautiful, but is there a need to think? I know what I need right now.

I pick Passive Skill: Mana-Fortified Resilience (Rare) and close my eyes to endure the pain.

There was only one option that made me hesitate. Passive Skill: Energy Channeling (Rare). It’s something that could give me an immediate and massive boost, but it’s also something I know I’ll solve on my own and improve on my own.

Mana Forge sounds good, but I’ll learn it on my own, I’m already halfway there.

Mana Overload? That’s for weaklings. I’ll control my mana, I won’t allow it to go wild. A bit of danger spices things up a little and forces me to improve my hold over my mana much faster.

And as many times, something tells me that in the long run, it’s better to learn stuff on my own rather than just rely on the system and automatic usage of skills. I saw the difference between me and people from Hard Difficulty.

After the pain stops, I squat and look down at my cut-off hand. The changes going on in it are now much faster now that my mana doesn’t passively fight against them and the hand closes its fist and is now shrinking. With [Perception] I can barely feel anything no matter how I look at it and as before, even now, [Disruption] doesn’t seem to have any effect on it. None at all.

Is this some delayed hidden reward for finishing the second floor on a higher difficulty? Is this an aftereffect of using the strongest defensive item on the planet, an item whose rarity is way beyond “rare”? 

Well, I’ll deal with it later. I grab the cut-off hand and throw it inside one of the houses, making sure to remember which one it is and then I release my Mana Regulator and observe my body.

Good, the new passive seems to work beautifully and I release the Mana Regulator even more and my heart pumps massive amounts of kinetic energy through my body. Yet even then the body seems to be okay with that much strain.

My current passive is a weird one. The higher my mana levels are the better it works, but if I use 30% of my mana to create another javelin or orb full of tricolored mana, the efficiency will dramatically reduce, surely enough for it to feel like a lower rarity than “rare”. But, me being me and having massive amounts of mana, the passive feels much stronger than it should be.

I breathe in deeply and then slip into [Focus], making the world lose its colors as I propel myself high in the air with only one push. The acceleration strains my body; a huge burst of kinetic energy accumulates as well, but it’s okay, the new passive deals with all of it.

When I land on top of the wall, a wave of kinetic energy is thrown at me. I absorb and hold it as I slowly walk towards the bear still at the top of the wall with its heart tearing and healing constantly as it produces kinetic energy the bear isn’t able to hold.

That energy is shot into the surroundings or reverberates its bones that audibly vibrate.

The bear now barely has some fur on. A giant monster has half of its body covered in decaying muscles, with no fur, and its head is just one massive white skull with its face melted from before. Its mouth is open in a soundless roar.

I absorb two more waves and then shoot all that energy at the monster, my wave piercing through its defense and pushing it backwards.

My heart beats in the same rhythm as the bear’s and I throw more kinetic energy at it, stripping it even more of its flesh and damaging its heart.

The green flames roar into existence, covering its entire chest and blocking my next attack that pushes the bear even further, the monster tilts its head and shoots kinetic energy at me in a similar way, only for me to totally absorb it and shoot it back at him, finally throwing him off the wall.

As he is falling down I jump off and follow him, transferring energy generated by my heart into bright yellow flames that are hotter than ever before, tunneled into a thin stream that heats the air as it roars through it, engulfing the bear in flames.

At the same time, a mana projectile forms behind me, and I start [Redistributing] and infusing mana into it, helping myself with surge as much as I can, my body able to endure it all now.

When the burning bear falls down, creating a small crater, the projectile flies at him while I propel myself higher and immediately after hitting him it explodes in a massive heatwave followed by a shockwave and then a terrifying implosion that pulls even the bear’s massive body closer to where the center of my projectile used to be.

I let myself fall down and with a push of kinetic energy, I send away all the dust and reveal the bear that is still there, green mana glowing around his body, restoring its muscles, its fur, even his eyes reappear.

Then its heart beats and all of this is destroyed again by rampant kinetic energy and then the bear ignores me, putting his attention back to his heart.

[Disruption] levels up as I shoot it at the monster. [Mana Surge] levels up as I continue to boost my weapons coated in oscillating mana.

I shoot projectiles at its chest, I burn its body.

The bear continues to ignore me the entire time while all of his attention is on his heart.





 



 

POV Kim Min-Jae

(What the hell is that guy doing?) Aaron complains in my head.

(Usual stuff, exploding people, nuking the city, raising eldritch abominations. You know, typical psycho stuff.) Dennis adds and I can’t help but agree. Nathaniel isn’t exactly normal.

(We should hurry while he’s got the attention of the bear and wolves.) I send as well through their [Connection] that they joined me to. It doesn’t feel that bad, the wordless communication is nice, and listening to the two of them it’s easy to guess how used to it they got.

(At this point I’m more scared of that guy than the bear.) Aaron says

(Don’t forget the dog, he can interrupt and join our [Connection].) Dennis ads.

We quickly move through the area, especially fast now that I’ve lowered our weight with my skill. Far away from us, I feel Nathaniel’s mana constantly exploding after he fell from the wall together with the bear, his flames burning the monster even while he was falling down.

That was the moment we decided to jump down and quickly went to get water as it also meant that the two one-question mark wolves moved to check what was happening.

Still, I can’t help but feel a hint of envy, hearing the way the twins talk about Nathaniel. Even cheeky as they are, I can hear reverence and admiration in their voice.

I want that. I want people to admire me, to talk about me in the way they talk about Nathaniel. I want them to compare other people to me. 

It’s silly, I know, but I can’t do anything about it. Ever since the start of the floor, I can’t help but keep comparing myself to him.

I thought it would be different here, but in the end, it’s the same. I keep comparing myself to others the same way I kept comparing myself to my siblings back on Earth.

So when the one question mark Boar appears in between us and the stream of water, I do not hesitate. 

I try to imitate the stance Nathaniel likes to take every time he gets serious and look towards the boar as even my mana flares up in a similar way.

I won’t run away.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Sooo, we just ended up on the 3rd floor on Patreon and are half a chapter into the 4th floor!

Patrons seem to love the ending, which makes me happy, as I try to end each floor with a bang!

I know some of you are binge readers and wait for arcs to finish, so here is the link to my Patreon (wink wink, nudge nudge) > https://www.patreon.com/cerim

As always, thanks for reading, rating, commenting, and all that stuff.

Have a nice weekend, you beautiful people.



                



Chapter 146 - Lesson


                So, what now? 

I move mana through my body and strengthen the pulses of my Kinetic Mana Heart. The bear tilts its head and tries to copy me. It fails, and energy continues to destroy its body while green mana continues to restore it.

It’s now confirmed that the bear will die on its own after its mana runs out.

But we can’t have that! What about my experience points? You won’t take them away from me!

But one thing is interesting, the bear learns, slowly but surely. So, I keep showing him how I handle the kinetic energy my heart creates, and it tries to copy me. I sit there and observe it all.

It’s all very interesting. The bear, maybe because it’s created by the system, maybe because it’s undead, or maybe because it’s an animal, continues to try to handle kinetic energy in a much different way. So, I continue to watch it.

Oh! This one was nice. I like the way it lets the energy vibrate its bones, then absorbs a tiny bit of that energy. It feels a bit more high frequency than the one generated by my heart. Good job, undead Winnie! Try it again! 

But he fails, and his body gets torn apart. The monster opens its mouth even wider and slams them shut, sending a vibrating wave of kinetic energy into its surroundings.

I absorb it, mold it, and shoot it high in the air.

Why was I even scared before? The monster is weak; its only strong point is its high defense, and it made a terrible mistake. 

You tried to copy the wrong thing! My Kinetic Mana Heart is not something a chump like you can handle.

Hehe.

Finally, Kim and the twins come from behind me, all having bags filled to the brim with water. They move extremely carefully and pause for a second, their gazes on the corpses of two one-question-mark wolves.

Well, what remains of them.

“Did you kill them?” Kim points at the wolves, and I see that once again, he is getting into a bad mood. The kid is still comparing himself to me.

That’s dumb. I’m not exactly normal, so don’t do that.

“They were weak,” a few concentrated blasts of kinetic energy were enough to deal with them.

“Your hand…” Kim says out of nowhere, and the twins look at each other.

“It’s fine, nothing to worry about. Oh, and you, two little jerks. I can feel you talk behind my back. I feel your connection. If you want to talk, say it out loud, okay?”

That makes them instantly shut up, and the connection between them cuts off.

The bear fails again, and a massive wave of kinetic energy explodes from him at the epicenter, destroying the land around him and deepening the crater he is in. When it reaches me, I absorb it, and not even the trio behind me gets affected.

Now then, the system offered me a passive skill:

Passive Skill: Energy Channeling (Rare) - The user has mastered the art of channeling various energies into their mana-infused weapons or constructs, achieving a seamless integration of different energy types.

It’s something I have already tried before, but now I can try a bit harder with my Mana-Fortified Resilience allowing me to push my body further and handle a little bit of misuse.

A sword appears in my hand, and I transfer the kinetic energy into thermal, then try to infuse it into the sword instead of shooting it outside of my body. Carefully, I consolidate both parts of [Focus] and put it all into this task. I slowly move it outside of the body, then through the handle and towards the blade.

Oh, it almost broke; let’s change the mana a bit, and make it denser. Leave some space for thermal energy.

Good!

Oh, it almost exploded. Better put it more under control.

The bear shoots another wave of kinetic energy and I absorb it and shoot back. A thin cone of energy piercing touches its chest and obliterates its heart only for it to be restored by green flame-like mana.

I put my [Focus] back on thermal energy and lead it a bit more carefully. Then when the blade explodes after a small mistake, I absorb the thermal energy of the explosion and, after reforming the blade, I continue to try to fill it again.

Kim says something but I can’t hear him as I delve deeper into what I’m trying to do. Putting my entire [Focus] makes it feel as if the world around me has slowed down and I watch it with my entire being.

Then, as if by a snap of a finger, I come to a realization and change the way I do it even more. I use [Mana Infusion] as an inspiration but make slight modifications to it, then I switch from thermal to kinetic energy.

[Redistribution - lvl 26 > Redistribution - lvl 27]

[Redistribution - lvl 27 > Redistribution - lvl 28]

Yeah, who needs passives offered by the system anyway?

Now then, what about this? I slash the sword against the tree that is some distance away from me and release the kinetic energy and the tree gets slashed diagonally, the cut being extremely clean. 

Well, that’s disappointing. I could do something similar with [Oscillation]. I reform the sword into a javelin, fill it with kinetic energy and throw it at the bear. The moment the javelin hits the bear, a thin cone of kinetic energy shoots at the point of contact, piercing the bear and allowing the javelin to dig deeper.

That’s it? A little bit more piercing damage? I could do that by boosting the javelin more or not even bothering with that and shooting kinetic energy directly. It wouldn’t be as concentrated but it would do a lot of damage.

“Nat, are you sure it’s fine to attack it like this?” Finally, I hear Kim and it reminds me that we need to get back with the water.

“You guys go back, I’ll join you soon. Oh, and a moment, Kim, how would you fight this bear?”

“I wouldn’t? I would run away.”

Smart guy.

“If you had to?” I ask and he pauses.

“I would try to destroy its head and heart at the same time. Stuff like that often happen in games.”

“Oh?” 

“I’ll go then, okay?” He glances at me while leaving.

“Good job with the boar, I watched how you guys killed it,” I say before they leave and then turn back to the bear, unable to look at Kim much longer.

I did watch them the entire time, and Kim better not think I didn’t notice him trying to copy me. What is he? A cosplayer?

But they did well, the three of them against a boar that seemed to be only a bit over or under level one hundred. 



Kim slowed it down with his [Gravity Well], the twins continued to confuse it with their skill, and then they slowly destroyed the monster, piece by piece. The poor boar only showed some lightning attack that Tess would laugh at, and that the trio easily dodged, fighting like matadors dealing with a bull.

What I said to Kim was just a simple compliment, so why was he so damn happy?

 



 

Oh boy, it’s so bad. I’m glad I decided not to go with this passive. The idea of infusing thermal or kinetic energy into my weapons sounds good but they all pale in comparison to my tricolored projectiles that remind me of mini-nukes.

If my projectiles were weaker I think I would be happy. Long-range projectile infused with thermal energy for some extra damage? Sounds good!

Projectile with extra piercing power. Very nice.

While bombarding the bear for a bit longer, I came up with a few ideas that could be super interesting to use, but are currently way out of my reach.

What if I infuse my projectiles with kinetic energy and make it so this kinetic energy activates once in a while, boosting the projectile. With a bit of work and some marking on my target that would allow the projectile to follow, I would be able to make homing projectiles.

I could also infuse kinetic energy into my armor, making it explode towards my attacker if I get hit. I think some tanks have it, it’s called Reactive Armor or something like that. Or I can use it to do a similar effect to [Oscillation].

For thermal maybe I can create a mana orb that would constantly radiate some heat and heat up the room while I sleep or I’m not there? I could set stuff on fire from a long distance? Flame sword? Flame armor?

I’ll have to think a bit more. Overall, it’s not terrible but it’s also far from good. The best thing about it is that it will allow me to infuse energies I get in the future and that might work better with my mana projectiles.

Well, now back to Undead Winnie. Even after such a long time, the bear wasn’t able to control kinetic energy and I can feel his mana reserves dwindling, so I just try MY new idea. 

I’ll try to destroy its head and heart at the same time! 

Yup, that’s quite a good idea I say. I might be a genius or something.

So I shoot two orbs, one passes through the bear’s eye socket and into its brain and the other one hits its chest. Tricolored mana explodes and implodes as many times before while I watch from the distance and the nearly manaless bear finally dies.

[You have defeated the Undead Bear - lvl 158]

[Lvl 109 > Lvl 111]

That was kind of underwhelming. Let that be a lesson for all the monsters not to try to copy me!

After I invest my stats I glance at them. Not bad at all.

Lvl 111 

Strength: 33 

Dexterity: 31 

Constitution: 92 

Mana: 327 

Before leaving I also fill my bag with water and wash my face and entire head in it. I can’t even explain how refreshing it all feels. I also take a small sip and decide to wait a bit longer to see if it’s safe. Tess will surely tell others to do the same. We will see how well the water will do in this world under the Decay.

After climbing the wall I pass by a few houses and enter the one I remembered. The one where I left my cut-off left hand. The hand is gone and instead of it, there is a Peacemaker. But there is one huge difference from the defensive item from before.

This one is totally made from my flesh and bones. The item doesn’t radiate any mana I could perceive, yet I can feel an edge of mana circuits that are so complicated it makes my head spin just to try to perceive the tiniest part of them.

When I try to inspect it, no text appears, and the item just lies there, looking extremely creepy.

Should I burn it?

The item moves as if it’s breathing, and I notice veins and short hair on its surface as it pulsates.

I totally should burn it.
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                    Shoutout to a fellow author! This one did super well on Rising Stars!
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When Kaen Marshell stumbled upon a hidden dragon egg, he became the first person in generations to bond with a dragon. Now, exploring the world with his newfound draconic connection, he discovers a joy he’d thought lost forever since his father died.

But once Kaen sets out to follow in his father’s footsteps, he discovers some hard truths about who his father was, how adventuring isn’t always glamorous, and that death is always lurking. To become the man he aspires to be, he will need to grow together with his dragon and climb the ranks of the Adventurer’s Guild, all while uncovering the mystery of his father’s death.

Follow the journey, enjoy the relationship between a boy and his dragon, and watch them both grow stronger!



What to expect:

OP Male MC + Dragon Companion

Magic Skills / Stats / Rare Magical Items

Long-term progression through 9 adventurer ranks (slowish progression)



                



Chapter 147 - Shall we talk?


                Okay, this is creepier the more I observe it. The thing, the item, is covered with my skin, veins are all over its surface and in a few places, I can see my bones poking out. The entire thing is covered in circuits, as well as the inside of the item.

It’s oval, similarly shaped to the original Peacemaker, and its size is the same as well. When I look closer, I notice that it’s moving slightly, breathing.

Damn, should I burn it? I ask myself again.

I totally should burn it.

What the heck is it, even?

Unable to hold back my curiosity, I observe it for a while, yet I can’t even come close to finding out what it is.

Okay, it’s staying here. There’s no way I’m touching it. I’ll come back to check on it a few hours later, and who knows, it might become less creepy or start devouring the third floor. 

I glance at it one more time and shudder before leaving it as it is. When I get to the hideout, everyone is inside. The water is nearly gone and I notice that some faces are a bit cleaner than before. A waste of water someone might say, but it’s not like I blame them. But there is something I do blame them for.

“You drank the water,” I say to Tess and she just nods.

“That’s…dumb,” I can’t help but say. I’m sure they realize it as well.

“Nat, not everyone got an upgrade like you, I think you’re underestimating how thirsty everyone was,” she pauses, “Lily used her skill to try to get rid of anything that could be harmful and we boiled it a bit.”

Well, I know it’s most likely safe, but the system is kind of a joker sometimes so I wouldn’t be surprised. Even though I don’t think there was any problem with water up until now. Whatever, I guess, we will see.

“How is Lily?” I ask.

“She did get to sleep after we gave her most of the meat from the sparrow that Hadwin brought back and she also got some water. Not too quickly and not too much, but it did help a lot. Also, what happened to your hand?”

“Not sure yet, I’ll let you know in a few hours,” I answer mysteriously. I still have to find out what kind of abomination lies on the floor of that house.

Did I screw up something? Is it a reward? Is it the effect of a strong item trying to keep itself alive? Or is it… it can´t be, right?

“Haaa, Lily will be angry,” Tess sighs and I can’t help but agree. But that’s a future problem for future Nathaniel, screw that guy!

So, I grab a bit of food and some water and get to the corner of the room to nibble on it slowly. Obviously, Biscuit immediately smells the opportunity and comes closer, just sitting on his bum and staring at me, trying to look cute.

I swear he knows! He knows that I don’t need that much food anymore, so he uses every opportunity to beg for some food from me.

(I require sustenance.) He says, and I shudder. 

Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have taught him to say that. It sounded like an idea back then and Hadwin’s face was fun to look at, but now, in the dark room we are in, and sounding in my head a bit after my hand turned into some fleshy abomination.

Plus he also uses eight human mana arms that grow from his back to keep him standing like some sort of giant spider while his short legs hang in the air.

The doggo is smart. He’s indirectly telling me that he will cancel his eight human arms if I give him food. He also challenges me to disrupt them so he can learn to counter my skill.

Aren’t you a cheeky one? Do you think I’ll give up that easily? Take this!

I grab him and pull him closer while I continue to boop his nose. At first, he seems shocked and then tries to get away, but I strengthen my body as the corgi is surprisingly strong, and continue to boop his nose which gets woofs from him.

But I do not stop.

10 boops.

20 boops.

50 boops.

He tries to bite me and I flick his nose and gently pull his whiskers, continuing.

As if feeling the opportunity, Isabella appears and starts poking Biscuit, laughing as the doggo, unable to resist, gives up. The mana arms disappear and he pretends to be dead. I then give him to Isabella, who hugs him and sits next to me while holding the corpse of what used to be a mighty divine beast. 

But I can see him sniff every time I take a bite of my food.

“Didn’t your sister tell you not to come near me?” I ask a bit curiously. I’m sure the girl remembers my words from before.

“I love her, but Soph is dumb,” Isabella giggles, “She just needs to become friends with you and everything will be solved.” The little kid shrugs her shoulders and continues to pet Biscuit.

“It’s not that easy.”

“It’s easy,” Isabella snorts, “It’s just that you old people are super dumb.”

Well, it’s not that surprising a kid would think that.

“She’s scared all the time, scared for me, scared of this place, scared of you. So she does all this dumb stuff and you are… well, you’re safe if you’re a friend. You’re friends with Lily, Tess, and even Kim now, I think. So why not make more friends?”

I just shake my head and she giggles again.

“…dumb,” she mumbles under her breath, stands up, and slowly walks towards Sophie, holding the body of the corgi. She wobbles slowly, trying not to hurt him, unwilling to let go of her prey.

To not think about useless stuff, I focus on the translucent mana on my left hand and continue to move my fingers and close them into a fist. The movement is so much better than before and I’m even able to create some super basic mana pathways through it, reducing the effect of my missing hand on my mana flow. It’s not perfect, but I’m at the point where missing some part of my body won’t cause me much trouble.

Then, as if waiting until I’m the busiest, Kim also comes to me. Why am I so popular lately?

“Nat,” he starts carefully and I look at him. He seems serious, yet his eyes are firm, “Please tell me how to practice,” he says, and I can see that it takes a lot of him to ask that so soon after the last time.

The fifteen-year-old boy is really proud and I also think that asking for help is not something he is used to, judging from what he told me about his family.

At first, I want to send him away by just telling him to practice his skills as he did up until now, but then I notice his trembling hand.

Don’t look up to me, it’s… unpleasant.

As for his request, I saw him fighting multiple times. He’s doing well, his usage of his [Telekinesis] is nice and intricate. It doesn’t have as much power as Tess’s skill but it’s more nimble and he’s good at controlling a lot of smaller projectiles.

It’s not something I could help him much with and I think he’s on a good path. No, the problem is that he doesn’t use [Gravity Well] much.

“Okay,” I grab a stone from the ground and throw it towards him while standing up.

The boy grabs it with his skill instead of reaching with his hand, and the stone starts to hover in front of him. Just this little interaction shows me how much all of us got used to using skills. For some of us, it becomes even more natural than using our bodies.

“Make that stone as heavy as possible while keeping it afloat with [Telekinesis],”

“But that’s constantly using two skills at once. For a while, it’s fine, but…”

I don’t say anything and he falls silent,

“I…” he starts, and shakes his head, “Okay. OKAY,” he shouts and immediately leaves, the stone following him.

Now then, I should go out and have a talk, shouldn’t I? I inform Tess that I’ll be staying outside overnight so she won’t worry about me, and I leave.

My steps are heavy and my mind wavers the closer I get to the house where I left what used to be my left hand. As I get nearby, my heartbeat speeds up. I open the door and then close it. The sound of the lock clicking almost sounds deafening.

Then I look at the fleshy item on the ground. It’s still the same and still in the same spot.

“Lissandra, I assume?” I say.

Then the surface of the item vibrates, creating vibrations that are transferred into sound and form words, “You assume correctly, shall we talk, little pup?”



Well, if this doesn’t complicate things. 
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Chapter 148 - Imprint


                I did have my suspicions, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I hoped it wouldn’t be like this.

Obviously, I ended up being right.

“How much do you know?” First, I need to find out how much she knows, and how much she is under the influence of the system.

“Little pup, I’m Absolute of my planet. Obviously, I know a lot,” she answers once again. This time I observe it a bit more and find out how terrifyingly difficult what she does is. She uses the tiniest amount of mana to vibrate the air to create soundwaves; she is even skilled enough to make them mimic her original voice.

Who the heck would even bother with that?

“System, tutorial, second floor, floor quests, third floor, repeat that.”

“I do not appreciate your tone,” she says before continuing, “System, tutorial, second floor, floor quests, third floor,” she just repeats it all.

Oh boy, this is getting fun. I move closer and sit in front of the thing that used to be my left hand. Just from a few sentences we exchanged I notice that she is a bit different from the Lissandra I knew. How to say it, her personality is a bit off?

“Could you explain it to me?” I say.

“I could, but first, I have to say that I’m quite disappointed by your usage of mana, little pup. I find it really inadequate.”

“I find your lack of an actual body more inadequate.”

“…”

“Go on, try to poke me again, granny, you are not so scary any…”

Before I finish, a small pulse of mana can be felt from the fleshy item on the ground. The amount is so ridiculously small that I almost do not bother defending against it. It just feels like someone blowing a little bit of air from their nose. That’s how minuscule the amount is.

Yet, I do remember who Lissandra was and send disruptive mana at it, even creating a shield in front of it.

The whiff of mana sent at me then absorbs the disruptive mana and reflects it at me. That mana then proceeds to delete my shield from existence and engulfs my entire body, totally breaking my hold over my mana. Then it hits me, sending sharp pain through my entire body.

It’s as if someone kicked my crotch, just the pain repeating all over the entirety of my body. The pain disappears as quickly as it came, but the feeling lingers behind.

“My usage of mana is trash,” I groan quietly.

The item lets out something resembling a laugh, and Lissandra continues, “You were always fun to observe, little pup.”

 







 

The Lissandra I knew on the second floor is dead, like actually dead, and the thing in front of me is something more akin to a fingerprint or imprint, as it calls itself. 

So yeah, she did try to transfer her mind to me during her last moments but wasn’t able to do so; the system is just set up that way. It doesn’t want natives of the floor to mess with our minds. Destroying our minds is fine, taking them over is a no-no.

So she came up with a plan after being unable to escape from under the influence of the system. She left her imprint, the fingerprint of her mind inside the Peacemaker she gave me and set it up to try to infuse me when the item breaks.

While she did hope I would observe her as long as possible, in hopes that her [Singularity] might disrupt the system a bit, she also threw the Peacemaker in a way that I would use my left hand to grab it. All for a tiny chance that the hand created within the tutorial might help with all of this.

The entire plan then relied on me staying as long as possible and the Peacemaker breaking on the second floor, as she is sure passing through the portal would wipe out her imprint from the item.

And yes, the woman partially knew about the system, before the end she learned a bit about it without letting it know. She did it all under the influence of the system that kept messing with her head.

The woman is a monster, absolute and terrifying. Even as a copy, a much weaker version of her original self, she was able to mess with the system and show it a massive middle finger.

So in the end her plan did work and did not work. It did work because she was able to leave her imprint on the palm of my left hand, bearing a tiny amount of her mana. 

The problem, for her, not for me, is that she wasn’t able to leave my left hand and rewrite my mind. She also wasn’t able to absorb my mana to slowly restore herself either.

She says it without hesitation, easily revealing that she would have deleted my mind and replaced it with hers if she could’ve.

Probably thanks to the system still somehow limiting her or the imprint being imperfect, she is unable to do so and unable to get more mana, having to rely on the tiny amount she has now.

“So how did you even listen up until now?”

“I simply translated vibrations as you talked into words, and I often used a small amount of mana to observe a bit more. It’s all basics.”

Only someone like her could call things like this basics.

“Should I burn you? I don’t think you can do much more than cause me some pain. The system won’t allow you to rewrite my mind. Plus if you use up all of your mana, you will disappear.”

“Both of us know you won’t do that.”

The storm already starts to rage outside. Strong wind, ever-reaching mist, and it’s dark inside. Yet I don’t care and continue to observe the thing in front of me. How much can I learn from a being like her? How dangerous is it even to keep this thing near me?

“Now then, shall we make a deal?” she says.

I move even closer and infuse one of my orbs with thermal energy, making it glow and radiate heat while it floats in the air, creating flickering shadows as the house I’m in continues to creak under the strong wind.

“It is most likely impossible for me to get a new body or continue to exist after I spend all the mana within the imprint. The system won’t allow that. So, little pup, to make it worth your time I’ll teach you and I will help you fix some of your terrible habits. Just enough to strengthen you a bit and share some knowledge, but not so much that it makes things too easy for you. Doing so would hinder your growth,” she pauses and then continues, “and for that, I want a simple thing.”

This time even though its voice is made only with the help of mana, I can hear deep anger and hate in it.

“I’ll give you coordinates of my world, of a most likely dead world where only I’m still alive. When you are strong enough, you will get there and pass to me the message I will leave you.”

Even though the item contains only a tiny amount of mana, I can almost feel the terrifying pressure of someone strong enough to be called Absolute. Being way beyond any logic and someone even the system was unable to replicate or contain fully.

“And then, when the original me learns that this cheeky system dared to copy her, she will go and find it,” her words are full of despite, “And when she finds the system or being responsible behind it, she will fuck it up.”

 







 

I’m not going to lie, Lissandra is scary, like goddamn. Who creates a copy of her consciousness just to try to screw over someone who pissed her off and dared to use her for the tutorial. Talk about holding a grudge.

I would totally do the same.

The thing is that I believe that she might just try to do that. The second floor showed us the end of her world, which was caused by the Mind Mage Emperor manipulating Champion Tristan into sacrificing his life and using [Dawn]. I believe she would survive that if that’s how her world ended.

It doesn’t matter if everyone on the planet died or if the system copied it thousands of years ago. I’m sure she would still be alive. 

“First, we will do something about your body. From watching you, I understand how you like to go about things, but to be honest, it’s inadequate. Having mana keep threatening your own body is good, but it stops being funny when you keep getting wrecked by it.”

Oi, there is no need to be such a douche about that.

“Putting stats into mana is good, it’s just amazing that you didn’t use it to temper your body actively and only let the passive strain of your mana temper it.”

Temper what? Active tempering? Passive tempering? Why does it all sound so interesting?

“You have to talk, I won’t be wasting my mana just because it’s bothersome for you to open your mouth.”

Ouch, that did sting a little.

“Tell me more about active tempering,” I say.

“I still dislike your tone, even now it somewhat pisses me off. Your eyes were the same,” even as she is saying it, I can hear a hint of amusement in her words, “That’s what made it so fun to watch. But enough nonsense, there are multiple ways to go about it, but the easiest would be to do what you were doing up until now, just more actively.”

Why do I have a feeling that this is going to hurt?

“There is no need to wait. We can start right away. We will use the thing you created around your heart to send strong waves of kinetic energy through your body and pummel it until it either breaks or becomes stronger.”

I knew it.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I see that the random comment gang is still going strong, but Biscuit enjoyers haven’t given up yet!

Anyway, don’t forget to follow and maybe leave a review or rating if you feel like it.

Thanks!



                



Chapter 149 - Active tempering


                Lissandra is built differently, oh, I don’t mean her current state she is in right now. Nope, the woman shares with me multiple ways to manipulate my mana to be able to go through what she called active tempering.

I don’t understand at all.

She continues to dumb it down more and more to the point where she complains that even animals could do it.

I won’t refute that. I know multiple deer, bears, and one corgi that would totally be able to do that. I’ve long known that the most dangerous mages will be from the zoo.

Lissandra then tries to explain and I can hear her getting more and more annoyed. I would expect her to be a lot more patient, being as old as she is and as powerful, but she has absolutely no patience with her students.

She is impossibly powerful and talented beyond belief so for her something like moving mana on a subatomic level sounds like basics.

“Okay, I’ll dumb it down even more, little pup. You will activate the thing you call Kinetic Mana Heart, then you need to use the thing you call Mana Regulator to feed it as much mana as you can handle. After that I want you to weaken your passive skill otherwise it will weaken the effect of tempering. First, we will temper your body with kinetic energy. You will have to change output a bit, frequency should be like,” she says some mumbo jumbo difficult terms I do not understand, “Then you will use different frequency on your bones, but at the same time you have to temper your muscles too, also with different frequency.”

It all sounds reasonable and the results she promises are all amazing. Nothing too excessive for first active tempering, but I can continue to improve on it.

“You will have to keep infusing your body with your mana, but not as you usually do. That’s what amateurs do, you need to be more precise and not just throw it around uselessly. You are wasting so much of it.”

It’s all good, but damn, somehow she pisses me off. Is it because we are so similar? 

“Your tone pisses me off,” I say out loud.

Short silence.

“Would you say that to me when I had my body?” she asks, annoyance clear in her voice.

 “No, you would beat me up.”

“… I would.”

 



 

It takes half a night and enough testing to make my head spin, but I’ve somewhat taken a grasp of that and we will try it on my arm first before going at it with my entire body.

So now, I’m taking a short break to relax and calm down before we get to it. All while the air still rages outside and the room continues to be lit with a mana orb filled with thermal energy that I made a bit bigger.

From past experience, I know that there are barely any monsters so close to the wall, even during the night we didn’t meet any so the entire process shouldn’t be interrupted.

“Why are you so slow? Move your mana faster.”

Yeah, the mighty used-to-be-absolute-but-is-now-creepy-brooch-made-from-flesh-and-bones continues to complain.

“Again, you are controlling it like a kid doing its first mana exercises. Be more delicate and do not waste so much of it.”

Are all the geniuses like this? Is it because she is a grumpy old grandma? Actually, is she even a grandma? Ruby was close to one hundred and she did look barely over twenty. Could even Lissandra look to be twenty years old if she wanted to?

“Actually, I might even have seen kids better at handling mana than you,” the brooch made of flesh and bones continues.

Is she not going to stop? I’m staying quiet in hopes that she will stop, but unsuccessfully.

“This is better, now make it a bit more dense and even. You can start sending kinetic energy through your body, do not forget about the frequency.”

How could I when you keep reminding me every five seconds?!

“You are thinking something rude, aren’t you?”

“Your personality seems to be different from yourself I met on the second floor,” I say and I mean it. This version of Lissandra, the imprint as she calls it seems to be a bit more talkative and less dignified.

“That much is to be expected, it was the first time for me to create an imprint of my mind,” Lissandra answers.

“What?“ 

“I knew only a bit of theory and logic behind it, it’s not like I had any want or need to duplicate my mind before.”

That monster. The imprint she did leave on peacemaker and that got transferred to the palm of my hand is so delicate, infinite amount of thin mana circuits. Working with a tiny amount of mana, yet was able to copy her thinking and keep so much of her skill. A skill so close to creation.

And no matter how hard I try I can’t get to observe it properly. Even when I perceive the tiniest edge of the imprint my head starts hurting in between my eyes.

“But, now focus or you will lose your arm again. From what I heard it’s something you are used to at this point, but it’s kind of pathetic.”

She also really knows where to hit to make it hurt.

I breathe in and filter out the noises from outside after checking my stats one more time.

Lvl 111

Strength: 33

Dexterity: 31

Constitution: 92

Mana: 327

[Focus] activates and I consolidate it through the newest upgrade and the world becomes black and white, even feeling as if the time somehow slows down. Lissandra says something but I don’t listen to her anymore. 

From this point, it’s up to me.

I calm my beating heart and then set Mana Regulator to 20 percent and start sending kinetic energy through my body.

While my heart beats audibly and the energy flows through me, I move my mana in the way Lissandra showed me and start sending it everywhere. I infuse my bones and muscles, I infuse my ligaments and nervous system, and my veins. As always when I focus a lot, my head starts hurting and I hear ringing in my ears that also quickly gets ignored by my [Focus]. 

Taking another deep breath, I release that energy tentatively into our surroundings. I change the frequency beforehand and unlike when I’m normally using it, the waves are smaller and the noise it makes is more pitched. 

That seems good so far.

In the next step, I weaken my newest passive that helps me to endure strain on my body. Then I also turn off the Reinforcement construct and make sure I’m not using Symbiotic Transference. Lissandra, after observing me for a bit, said that setting my Mana Regulator to 20 percent of the output of Kinetic Mana Heart should be fine and that I should try to temper only my left arm to get used to it.

But, how about 30 percent?

My regulator setting changes and thirty percent of my mana starts flowing into the Kinetic Mana Heart, sending waves of kinetic energy through a nearly as weak as possible body. 

Left arm? How about if I try it on my entire body? I delve deeper and the voice of Lissandra gets filtered out as well as the wind outside and the creaking of the house. 

Right now, only me and my body exist. 

Deep breath in. Hold. Deep breath out.

Let’s go with 40 percent.

I change the regulator once again and focus on infusing my body with mana in ways I just learned, while also grabbing hold of kinetic energy and collecting it in my body, which starts to react to the pressure much stronger now that I’m not strengthened by reinforcement and the passive is weakened. 

As soon as I feel my body is infused properly, I grab hold of the kinetic energy and start sending it, this time not out of my body, but through my body. I adjust the kinetic energy slightly and also alter its frequency.

Immediately, I feel as if someone started pummeling my body with a massive hammer while shaking it impossibly quickly. It’s getting hard to focus, and the pain feels omnipresent and constant, and I get bruised even in the parts where I feel I’m doing it perfectly. The energy just continues to pummel, to temper my body, putting a lot of strain on it. Only thanks to my body being properly infused with mana and thanks to the special frequency of kinetic energy, my body absorbs some strain so I do not get torn apart. Yet, it hurts, it hurts so much.

I keep getting more and more wounds every time I lose my focus even for a split second, but I force myself and continue. 

A minute passes. 

Two minutes. 

Three minutes. 

One of my eyes explodes because of me losing my focus and the frequency of the thread of kinetic energy changes for a second. 

Four minutes. 

Five minutes. 

Lissandra said five minutes is a good start and the maximum I should do on my first try. 

Six minutes. 

Seven minutes. 

Another wound that feels somewhat serious, but I continue. 

Eight minutes.

I change the setting on my Mana Regulator again, but this time I’m not even sure to what percentage. The world for me becomes just my body and two energies I have to handle - the kinetic energy that can kill me at any second and the mana that I use to infuse my body with.

At some point, I notice some imperfections and change the frequency a bit, and use a bit less mana to infuse my body. 

The pain strengthens but the efficiency improves. 

Good.

Then, who knows how much later, I stop. Right after, I set up my regulator again and at the same time turn back on Reinforcement and the passive, as well as start to strengthen my body with Symbiotic Transference. 

I open my eyes… my single eye, and turn it to the fleshy brooch still lying there, on the ground in front of me.

This time Lissandra doesn’t say anything.

 

            


Chapter 150 - Four conditions fulfilled


                Did I lose consciousness?

NOPE!

Am I happy? Yup. That’s kind of rare. Also, my left arm didn’t explode. Sure, there are some massive bruises, a few cracked bones, and a missing pinkie on my leg. One missing eye. An ear that nearly tore off. Plenty of hurt inner organs. Nothing Lily wouldn’t be able to handle.

But! Look at this.

Lvl 111

Strength: 43

Dexterity: 41

Constitution: 112

Mana: 327

Strength and Dexterity went up by 10 points each, and Constitution increased by 20 points! That’s like getting 13 levels worth of stats, just by trying a little bit. That sounds all too good. I’ll have to get Lily to heal me and try again, maybe I can improve on the process. 

A few skills also leveled up.

[Mana Infusion - lvl 21 > Mana Infusion - lvl 22]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 22 > Mana Infusion - lvl 23]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 23 > Mana Infusion - lvl 24]

[Focus - lvl 33 > Focus - lvl 34]

Good, very good! My body hurts like hell and I will most likely get killed by Lily, but right now I’m happy.

“How are you even alive?” the creepy thing on the floor asks and I ignore it.

Not even a rude talking brooch will dampen my good mood.

“Well, anyways, there are still some parts where you are seriously lacking. It’s called active tempering, not active ruiningyourownbody.”

“Huh, It’s not the same?” I answer.

Also, isn’t she too similar to me? Is it because of imprint imperfections or was she somehow affected by me? Being made from my hand and stuff.

Lissandra then continues to diss the entire process I did. She calls me dumb multiple times and calls my mana manipulations barely better than that of a 5-year-old child. But I sit there and listen. Even though she is rude, she gives some really good pointers and now that I went through it there is a bit more I can understand.

I find that I’m already getting used to this grumpy and high-standard imprint of the terrifyingly powerful Absolute. Yet, she is so different from the fake I met on the second floor. It’s hard for me to bring myself to hate her for killing Ruby. Another reason is [Focus] that keeps all these emotions at bay and my knowing that Ruby would have died anyway.

Still, I need to be careful. I know for sure that she is willing to take over my body and mind the moment an opportunity arrives. She would do it without a moment of hesitation.

Then, the more we talk, the more I realize that its personality is really not perfect, as it also said. The imprint is not as dignified, it’s missing some memories that Lissandra probably didn’t want to share even with the imprint as she probably thought of the imprint as a different being from her. So she just gave it basics to make sure it would do what she wanted and have some skill to maybe take over someone from the tutorial and get out and then use coordinates to get to her original self.

Yet, the system messed with her plans a bit, either actively or passively.

Well, it’s not like it matters that much, I just need to get said coordinates as it’s something that interests me as well and then I also need to learn as much as possible from it before it spends all of its mana.

“So, little pup, you can’t do it too often. I remind you of it once again. Even if you can handle it, your circuit and your pathways won’t be able to. Also, the next time you will have to use even stronger energy to temper your body, or the result will be minimal, if it works at all.”

It’s as I expected, but it doesn’t matter. Getting a way to permanently strengthen my body without having to spend stat points on useless, inferior stats is good enough. I’m curious about what else she is hiding from me.

Give me, give me all the information and the secrets and hidden techniques! I need to know! 

“Why did you look like a grandma back then?” I ask.

The brooch silences.

“Even Ruby looked young, there is no way you wouldn’t be able to.” 

It’s still quiet and I can nearly hear it thinking about using its precious mana to torture me once again. I bet Lissandra is not used to people talking to her like this. Hell, just a single sneeze from her fake original self could probably kill me if she was not careful.

Then the brooch sighs, it’s so weird that it almost makes me laugh, “There was no need to. And yes, just having your body at a certain level and strengthened with stats or mana is enough to keep your youthful appearance or even make some older people look younger.”

“Were you hot, when you were young?” I can’t help but ask. Seeing her being so unsure about what to do now that she is a brooch somehow makes me want to bully her. To pay back for all the bullshit she did to me in this way.

But then a tiny bit of mana flies at me and I jump up, sending a few shields towards it. The mana passes through them as if they do not exist. It nearly looks like some weird version of [Disruption] that ignores my mana.

Then it continues to track me slowly before speeding up and hitting me.

Nothing happens.

“Uh?” I scan my body multiple times, not finding anything at all. Not a speck of mana, not what she did. She is probably just pretending to attack me and trying to throw me off.

I still start getting nervous.

“Silly little pup, you know what people fear the most?” the fleshy brooch says darkly while laying there unmoving in the middle of the room that is barely lit by my mana orb filled with thermal energy.

It’s creepy.

“People fear the most things they don’t understand, they fear the unexpected. Because when you don’t know something and don’t expect something you can’t prepare yourself to defend against it.” Lissandra continues.

The wind rages outside and the creaking of the house now becomes louder.

“Now then, little pup, keep thinking about what I did, keep expecting my revenge. It might even take some time and you forget about it, but I promise when you expect it the least you will get your lesson for your potty mouth. Or maybe not. Maybe I’m trying to trick you and didn’t want to waste more of my mana.”

Then the silence fills the room and the brooch looks somehow satisfied. Yup, this imprint really differs from Lissandra. 

“So that means you weren’t hot?” I can’t help but say.

“Motherfuc…”

 







 

Lissandra went to sleep, or whatever brooches do when they are tired. What an assholish and petty grandma. She refuses it but now I’m sure she got somewhat similar to me. She probably just doesn’t want to accept the fact that her imprint was imperfect to the point where it got affected by me. I swear when I meet her original self, I’ll have my revenge.

But for now, before the night ends, I can look into two of my skills.

[Disruption] and [Oscillation].

These are the skills I’ve been thinking about a lot lately. Now that I have a better idea of how the system works and after talking to Lissandra, something seems amiss.

[Disruption] is what I use to disrupt mana, but from its name, it should be used to disrupt everything. It’s not called [Mana Disruption]. So should I be able to disrupt the connection between some materials? At much higher levels, could I disrupt the connection between cells?

Then there is [Oscillation] that I mostly use to oscillate mana. To vibrate it, to make it more, and then I use it to increase the cutting force of my weapons. Once again, it’s not called [Mana Oscillation].

After observing some monsters and watching Lissandra’s weird mana just pass through my shields, something about them feels off. It’s almost as if they should be just one skill and they haven’t been growing as much as I would like them to. Is it a problem caused by having two skills with somewhat similar effects?

I don’t know, but I asked Lissandra for a few hints and got some. So now, I’ll try to combine them.

It’s totally possible to combine two skills into one. If they are similar it’s easier, but if their effects are too different it’s almost impossible. That’s where I think there might be a skill combination token in the future.

The system likes its tokens.

But enough of that. I enter [Focus] once again, ignore my wounds, and start using both of these skills at once.

[Disruption] is more intangible while [Oscillation] is more physical, but I try to use the second one on a piece of wood in my hand while attempting to apply the first one. The feeling is weird, so different, yet so similar. There’s something both of the skills have in common.

At first, I try to use both skills at once, but after hours of feeling like it leads to nothing, I just use one of them while trying to use it as the other one.

Even the creepy brooch wakes up and surprisingly gives me a few pointers. I continue, and hours pass as I keep failing, only to receive a few more tips mixed with complaints about my terrible mana handling. But this time I don’t filter her voice out and listen as her voice guides me through the process.

Lissandra easily identifies what I’m trying to do and even knows where I should go to get a good result, so she guides me there.

She doesn’t give me everything on a silver platter, not at all. She makes me practice, try, and fail, all while leading me to the point where I come up with ideas and questions on my own.

I dislike her but she is extremely skilled.

Then, the night passes and the day comes. I once again lose track of time and multiple hours pass when finally the notification sounds.

 



Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill by combining [Disruption] and [Oscillation].

You have acquired a new skill: [Resonance]

[Resonance - lvl 0 > Resonance - lvl 9]

 



Haaa… my levels… why am I even surprised?

 



Congratulations, you have fulfilled four out of four conditions required to use the Beyond difficulty entrance token!

You can now enter Beyond once every four months.

 



Ehm, what?

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Promised chapter is here! Truly terrifying cliffhanger right before the weekend!

I regret nothing.

Also, lately, I have realized that you guys are like Biscuit to me. I love the comments you write, as well as all the reviews you leave, ratings, and follows that help me so much.

Yet, just as Nat likes to bully Biscuit, pull his whiskers, boop his nose, or poke his belly, I also like to bully you guys.

With cliffhangers.

Thanks for reading, you beautiful people, and have a nice weekend!

P.S.: Yes, I’m sorry to announce that it indeed wasn’t “Fucked difficulty.”



                



Chapter 151 - First trial


                That’s kind of unexpected. I don’t mind free gifts, but I barely get any time to be happy about my new skill, and now the system is throwing this at me?

So the last requirement was to combine skills? Is it always this requirement, or does it differ from person to person? Knowing the system, I won’t get any answers anytime soon.

But there is something that interests me even more. 

You can enter Beyond once every four months.

First, the difficulty higher than Hell is called Beyond. Second, I can go there only once every four months, meaning I will be staying in Hell Difficulty and only be sent there for something like missions? For how long? Days, weeks, months?

Is there any hidden requirement that would allow me to go there permanently, or is that how Beyond works? It kind of makes sense as the token was called Beyond difficulty entrance token and not Beyond difficulty change token.

Oh boy, I’m curious, I want to go there. But I can’t right now. I need to get healed, and get my missing eye and left hand restored. I also need to at least test [Resonance] and make sure a few people are taken care of. I might be gone for a long time.

Now, I’m curious about the community.

 

Easy difficulty 1350/2000 

Normal difficulty 880/1000 

Hard Difficulty 275/500 

Hell difficulty 50/250 

Beyond 3/10 

Community Tournament (unavailable)

 

Well, here it is, the new spot I couldn’t see up until now.

Noname - Mana is the best stat.

Savant - I thought you would never get there.

Obviously, this person is already there.

Noname - 3/10 means that 10 people got into the Beyond Difficulty right from the start or does 10 mean that only 10 people can get to Beyond?

Savant - Probably the second. There are 3 of us right now, and the other guy didn’t say anything up until now, no matter what I tried. He can either be someone like us that got there, or it’s as you said, and 10 people started in Beyond, and he is the only one alive.

Both of these options sound assholish enough, so knowing the system, it could be either.

Noname - Combining skills as one of the requirements. Four requirements in total?

Savant - Yes.

Noname - Did you enter Beyond already?

Savant - What do you think?

Haaa, obviously Savant went there already. How the heck is he/she that fast? Am I that slow and held back by others, or is there something else?

Noname - Want to share some info?

Savant - Nope.

Noname - Understandable.

Savant - Yes.

I switch to Hell Community, and no matter what I try, everything gets censored. I can’t mention a higher difficulty. It doesn’t censor it; it straight up refuses to send the message.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Dang it.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Look at who it is. Noname, you are so dead. Grumpy continued to look for you.

Oh boy.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Poor girl kept spamming the community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I was… occupied.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - I’m sure she will understand, heh.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Leave the poor guy alone; he is too busy. Lately, he only lurks around and keeps reading the messages without talking in the Community at all.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - My social batteries are empty.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - The heck? This is just a chat.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - So?

What difference does it make? I count it as socializing.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - You have problems.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I bet you send voice messages to people instead of texting.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Why do I feel like I just got insulted even though it’s something normal? Did you guys not use voice messages?

I then turn off the chat after trying to get in some other keywords, but the system censors everything.

The next thing I try is my new skill, [Resonance]. As I create a blade made of mana instead of [Oscillation], which no longer exists, I use the new skill and the blade starts vibrating. It’s similar to the lost skill, yet there’s something unfamiliar about it. 

Where [Oscillation] used to vibrate my mana to increase the cutting force of my attack, the new skill feels as if space itself is vibrating, resonating along the edge of my blade. When I push the sword into the wall next to me, it slides through it with ease.

There is no sound, no audible vibrations like before. The blade continues to resonate and even without further testing, I can say it’s much sharper than before.

It’s something like a concept now instead of focusing on vibrating mana. I create another sword made of my mana, making it dense to the point that streaks of light blue mana start appearing, then slash against it.

The sword without [Resonance] applied gets cut apart with such ease that it surprises even me. As the cut sword starts dissipating, I reach out and send [Resonance] at it, like I would have before, and the mana falls apart. This part doesn’t feel too different, but I can tell it’s only because of my lack of practice or maybe my low level of the skill.

Good, I like it. I like it very much.

“Little pup, your use of that skill is terrible.”

Here we go again.

 



 

The brooch is left behind in the house. There’s no way I’m touching it or bringing it with me. Even what I’m doing now, I consider a risk. Lissandra could try to affect me or do something to me “wirelessly”. I bet her chances of affecting me would be higher if I touched the brooch.

Sure, we have a deal, but I’d rather not test it.

When I finally reach the hideout, the first person I meet is Kim. He’s still practicing, but the moment he sees me, the stone hovering next to him falls down with a loud thump.

I pass by him, and the next one to welcome me is Biscuit.

(Sustenance!) he shouts.

Damn, I really should teach him more sophisticated words; he seems to like them. He might even forget about “asshole”.

“Good boy,” I quickly pet him. If I do it often enough, he’ll associate it with his use of polite words and everything will be good.

Before I realize it, a purple tentacle appears. It slowly reaches towards my face and touches the empty socket where my eye used to be. The tentacle gently caresses me there, and the dog tilts his head while looking at me.

“It’s fine,” I boop his nose. How can such a burrito-like-looking doggo be so cute?

I stand up, and then my eyes, well, my eye, meet Lily’s gaze.

At first, she just freezes on the spot, and the smile that appeared on her face quickly disappears. She stares at me and I look back. She moves closer, this time not looking as angry as before.

When she’s close enough, I notice two of her fingers are missing and she has multiple wounds all over her body. There’s even a deep scar on her neck that’s slowly healing.

“I can wait,” I say as she reaches out and places her hand under my cheek, her finger gently touching the skin near my missing eye.

“I know you can,” Lily’s voice is weak as she says so.

“It doesn’t hurt much, and I’m not in a hurry. You can heal yourself first.”

Her warm mana enters my body, and I let it. Soon it starts healing my eye. It’s an interesting sensation, a mix of disgust and itchiness like there’s an insect crawling inside my eye socket.

“Is it worth it? Enduring all this pain, all this bloodshed,” she asks in a hushed tone.

Wanting to give her a sincere answer, I think it over, and in the end, there’s only one word I can say, “Yes.”

Our eyes meet, and through my [Perception], I see her two missing fingers, the slash on her neck, a deep wound on her belly, and a cut on her leg. Her hands are shaking, and I can see how hard this is for her. All the wounds are fresh. Maybe she ventured outside to level, maybe she wanted to fight, maybe she went looking for me. Then she partially healed her body, conserving her mana for some other reason. For someone else that might need it.

Such a silly girl.

“You are so stu…”

“Both of us are stupid now,” she interrupts, “The two most stupid people in this tutorial. You and me.”

“I guess…” I can’t say much to that, not after last night and the active tempering I went through.

“But Lily, there’s no easy way. It might not even become easier, or it might not be worth it at all in the end,” I begin, reaching out to pinch her small nose. Her eyes widen more than when she first saw my missing eye.

I always wanted to do that.

“But I can tell you this: if you give it your all and try your hardest, you won’t regret it, regardless of the outcome.” when I say that she only nods without saying anything else.

 



 

A few days pass. I train, I heal. I level up a bit more. I share as much as I can with Tess, who also plans to enter Beyond in the future as she already used her upgrade token. But I make sure to keep it a secret from the others. Some might want to go there, but I think they would most likely die. I’ll know more after I get there.

So yeah. I tell them I’m going on a mission from the system and I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. Lily and Kim seem the most reluctant to let me go, but in the end, they don’t protest much. They have food and water, and it seems we’re in a safe area. If they stay put, there shouldn’t be any problems.

Lissandra remains in the same spot; I still refuse to touch that thing. However, I’ve learned something from her in the past few days. She’s an asshole, but she has a lot of knowledge and has shared some of it with me. She doesn’t know anything about ‘Beyond’, either due to imperfections or because it’s something the system deleted.

I check my stats before using the entrance token.

 

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 246d 21h 31m 36s

Traits (1/3): Mana Circuit (Passive)



Lvl 114

Strength: 43

Dexterity: 41

Constitution: 113

Mana: 340



[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 34

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 34

Perception - Lvl 29

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 29

Armament - Lvl 32

Mana Surge - Lvl 22

Mana Infusion - Lvl 24

Resonance - Lvl 12



Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)



Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)



Tokens: 

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

 

Then I give Sophie one more warning look and boop Biscuit’s nose and caress Isabella’s head. Who knows when I’ll come back?

When I get out and a bit further from the hideout, I activate the token without any further hesitation, and the entrance appears next to me. I enter and find myself in a clearing in the middle of the forest. The clearing is surrounded by trees on all sides, and there are two suns in the sky.

It’s the exact replica of the first floor.

Notifications pop up.

Welcome to the Beyond´s first trial! Congratulations on fulfilling all the requirements.

Then the cracking sounds, and from behind the trees, a monster enters the clearing. A massive gray bear with glowing orange eyes and sparks floating around him of the same color. The bear takes a step closer.

[Cinderbear - lvl 120] 

That doesn’t seem that bad. So is Beyond the Tutorial all over, just much harder? Or is it to filter out the people the same way the first floor did, and only then does it start? 

But before I can think further, glowing orange sparks appear all around the clearing. Then they are set ablaze, and from each of them, a monster steps out. 

[Cinderbear - lvl ??]

 [Cinderbear - lvl ?]

 [Cinderbear - lvl 134]

 [Cinderbear - lvl ??]

 [Cinderbear - lvl ??] 

[Cinderbear - lvl ?]

 [Cinderbear - lvl 101]

…

Dozens of massive bears appear around me, and then at the same time, their mana blazes up, and I feel a massive pressure reaching towards me as a new window pops up in front of me.

Beyond´s first trial. Objective: Survive for one hour.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Did you all know we have a Discord where you can discuss the latest chapters or just hang out > Discord

 

Open at your own risk:


My boy Cinderbear and I, every time I end a chapter with a cliffhanger.

[image: ]

 



 



                



Chapter 152 - Phantom


                The pressure on my body intensifies even more as multiple Cinderbears attack. I slip into [Focus], and [Resonance] activates at the same time. The air, the space around me resonates according to my will, and I change its frequency multiple times until the effects of the attack disappear and I’m freed.

Just in time, I redirect as much kinetic energy as I can towards the ground under me, making it explode as I push myself high in the air. I quickly move to the side as a dozen or so sparks barely miss me.

The ones that are about to touch me, I dissipate with [Resonance] and push myself far in the distance, away from dozens of Cinderbears. The forest behind me immediately explodes under the heat and flames, and I can feel them following me.

The heck!

I don’t even have time to complain as another wave of pressure hits me, pulling me down to the ground. I track its source and immediately create two javelins that I fill with kinetic energy and shoot towards the source.

The bear there just uses its spark and appears in a different place, once again reaching towards me.

I cancel out the attack with my skill and propel myself even further, only to be met with a dozen more glowing orange sparks that soon blaze up into massive flames, and even more Cinderbears step out.

Okay.

Okay!

I immediately stop, and instead of running, I start to release my Mana Regulator, and the Kinetic Mana Heart beats loudly.

I will fuck you up.

Dark blue armor appears on my body, and my head gets covered by a helmet without any holes. I send perceiving mana into my surroundings. My heart sends waves of kinetic energy through my body, and I use half of it to strengthen myself while collecting the remainder.

Dozens of mana orbs form around me, and I anchor them to my core. With [Mana Surge], I start spinning them around my body, further boosting them with kinetic energy while continuing to make them denser but not to the point where tricolored mana appears.

A loud whistling noise sounds in the surroundings, along with the roars of the bears as I land on the ground.

The first bear dashes at me, the air around him wavering because of heat, and I sling two orbs at his head, one after another. The first one filled with kinetic energy explodes, dissipating some hot air around him, and the other, a bit denser, pierces his skull and immediately kills the monster.

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - lvl 116]

I absorb the remaining thermal energy from his body and transfer it into kinetic energy, sending more orbs toward the weaker monsters.

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - lvl 106]

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - lvl 119]

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - lvl 118]

A stronger one sends sparks toward me, and before I can cancel them, he uses one to materialize near me, with an extremely strong wave of heat reaching me. At the same moment, [Redistribution] activates, and I grab hold of all of that thermal energy, fighting for control over it with the bear. I focus on that even as another bear dashes at me. 

I dodge his bite, then uppercut his chin, breaking it. Then I hit his eye and send a thin cone of kinetic energy toward his brain, and the back of his skull explodes into pieces of bone, skin, and brain.

That moment of distraction allows the other bear to overpower me, as I’m trying to grab hold of his heat attack. The armor around my body immediately starts to heat up, and I can see some thinner parts melting. Still, I let the bear continue, and instead of canceling or controlling this attack, I strengthen my armor.

I take a step toward the bear and continue to send more and more of my mana toward my armor, which becomes a darker shade of blue with wisps of light blue mana flowing through it. The ground around us starts to melt, and the grass and the trees catch fire, quickly turning to ash. I take another step towards him.

From a spark behind me, another Cinderbear appears, but I ignore him. As my heart beats, I send a cone of kinetic energy at its head. I make it as thin as possible, transfer all this energy into a thin cone, barely thicker than my wrist, and it goes right through its eye.

The bear dies with a wound that looks like an invisible weapon stabbed him.

After taking the final step, I finally reach the bear attacking me with its heat wave. The armor around me holds strong, even as the bear tries to focus its attack on my chest and head. There are no holes in my armor, and it covers the entirety of my body, cutting it off from the space around me.

Then the bear stops, as if giving up, and this time I collect all the heat around me and all the energy from my heart. I transform it, and a beautiful dark yellow flame fires up from somewhere in front of my chest.

The flame reaches the bear with a massive roar, and for a moment, the bear fights back, holding against my attack. Still, I send more and more of it, making it more viscous, and more dangerous, and soon my flames pierce through the bear’s heat aura and hit his head.

They melt his fur, his skin, revealing the skull underneath, and soon they reach its brain, finally killing the monster, which falls with a loud thump.

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - lvl 146]

[Lvl 114 > Lvl 115]

Multiple bears surround me, and the combined heatwave that hits me is hard to counter, so I send a pulse of [Resonance] into my surroundings and dash toward one of the bears.

Mana flows through my body, my mind is sharp, and my heart continues to beat wildly.

Another cone of kinetic energy obliterates one bear; a javelin pierces another one, exploding in the wound.

A shield forms in front of me and starts to melt slowly while I collect more and more mana into a javelin hovering over me, and when the shield disappears, I boost it at the bear.

The javelin pierces the air and starts melting as it gets closer to the monster, yet it’s dense enough to reach it, and when the tip of the javelin touches the bear, it explodes. A thin cone of kinetic energy tears through the bear’s body and stabs into it.

Then the flames reach it as well, fighting against its own, and soon win over, melting the bear. I pause for a second, and the helmet around my head disappears, and I take in a deep breath.

My body is itching to move, my mana rages through my body, and I feel so alive.

I check the time, and there are still 57 minutes left.

Good, good!

Then, without any warning, I feel a stab in my belly, and when I look down, there is a small green hand holding a knife that seems as if made from obsidian, but there is red mana flowing through the blade. The blade is deep inside my side, totally ignoring my armor.

[Phantom Goblin - lvl ??]

The hand immediately disappears as if becoming invisible, and I can’t feel any presence anymore.

A giggle sounds in the surroundings.

In a rage triggered by old memories, without even knowing what I’m doing, all my mana rushes into my heart, and my heart beats loudly enough for me to hear. A wave of kinetic energy that I send all around me is the strongest that I ever produced, and it totally explodes in a large area around me.

Bodies of dead Cinderbears get thrown away like toys, the trees get uprooted from the ground, and the stones and ground fly all away from me, leaving me standing in the crater created by my attack.

Silence.

Then another short laugh followed by nothing.

My teeth feel like they are about to break, but I enter a deeper [Focus] and stretch a bandage-like piece of my mana around my wound to stop it from bleeding.

A spark flies next to me, and the bear appears in a massive blaze of flame, without even recreating my helmet, I step closer and absorb all the thermal energy it throws at me.

I let the armor around me dissipate and sharpen my focus, as even half a second of hesitation or misuse threatens to burn me if I lose control over all that heat.

But I do not.

The ground around us burns, and the air flickers from all that heat as I stop in front of the bear, looking into its eyes.

It bites at me, but before it reaches me, I throw all the kinetic energy I collected at it, I increase the frequency, and with a loud pitching noise, his head explodes, splashing me with blood.

[Redistribution - lvl 29 > Redistribution - lvl 30]

My mana reaches as far as I’m able to, and with deep rage flowing inside me, I look for the invisible monster. I perceive as deeply as never before and consolidate both parts of my [Focus] to strengthen my skill.

Where are you, you little asshole?

[Perception - lvl 29 > Perception - lvl 30]

Then I take a step towards where I felt a movement.

            


Chapter 153 - Frozen


                The dagger was poisoned because, of course, it was, and I already feel it affecting my mana. Just barely over 3 minutes in. But that much is fine; it’s nothing unexpected.

The problem is that I can’t perceive the little green monster that stabbed me. I don’t feel its movement, I don’t feel its position or mana no matter how much I try.

So, I do the smart thing.

I let the small green jerk stab me again.

As the dagger pierces my side, I clench my muscles to hold the dagger inside the wound and boost my body to the point where I feel I’m about to tear my muscles.

The small hand lets go of the dagger, jumps backward, and disappears, even though the [Resonance] covers the entire area and [Redistribution] tries to slow his movement.

To calm myself, I enter a deeper [Focus] and pull out the dagger from my wound.

Venomstrike Mana Dagger (rare) - a short obsidian dagger with a sharp edge. Upon injury, the target experiences a mana drain due to a poison effect. Use with caution - dangerous to magic users.

I infuse the dagger with my mana, without thinking, I combine it with [Resonance], and a transparent blade made of mana emanates from the dagger, soon turning from blue to black with glowing red lines reminding me of mana circuits.

[Resonance - lvl 12 > Resonance - lvl 13]

Then the forest far away explodes, and a giant monster takes another step towards me. It’s easily as big as an Undead Deer or Undead Bear. This Cinderbear doesn’t feel like it barely stepped into two question marks, a bit over level 150. It feels much stronger, closer to level 200. 

My side bleeds, and part of my [Focus] continues to control my mana, which is getting harder and harder to manage.

So, I put some distance between us.

I push myself away just in time, and the heatwave sets ablaze the massive area around the bear.

Even as I’m absorbing as much as I can and using it to run away faster, I feel it follow me for a long time.

 



 

I continue to stab the dagger into the neck of the smaller Cinderbear, and while doing so, I continue to absorb all the heat the monster generates.

There’s no armor around my body, only pieces of mana that are wrapped around two wounds left behind by the Phantom Goblin. The wounds are healing slower than usual.

My clothes are charred and burned in places, and I’m already getting covered in the blood of the monster. I continue to kill while running away from the giant Cinderbear that burns the entire forest as it moves towards me.

Every useless thought leaves my mind, and there’s only pure focus on survival and killing.

I move like a wild animal when another invisible stab is aimed at me, this time I feel it. I track the movement of the air close to me, something barely noticeable even in the deep focus I am in.

Yet, I notice it, and before the monster can stab me, I catch its wrist.

I’ve got you.

The monster cuts off its hand and disappears, and I’m left with a piece of its body in my hand.

I squeeze it; the bones crack and blood rushes out. Then I send a wave of thermal energy through it, and it turns to ashes.

The monster doesn’t laugh this time.

I send more mana into the dagger in my hand, and the mana blade extends, and I cut against another Cinderbear, separating its head from its body.

Immediately two more bears attack me, jumping from spark to spark while continuously releasing heat waves from their bodies.

I track the movement of their mana, and I step in front of the spark where one of them will appear from. Before the monster fully materializes, I stab the dagger-turned-sword between its eyes. The second one’s teleport I cancel with [Resonance], the monster’s body tearing in places from the failed skill.

A cone of kinetic energy finishes it off, and there are no more Cinderbears around me, only a giant one in the distance.

I run once again to put distance between us and quickly check the timer. Out of one hour, there are 51 minutes left.

That almost makes me want to laugh.

I then quickly skim through the quest rewards while running between the trees, trying to save as much mana as possible and be as efficient as I can with it.

 

Quest Rewards: 

Attribute upgrade token 

Rare graded equipment 

100 shards

 

At least the rewards are somewhat good. I also confirmed my theory. People can get to Beyond only by fulfilling requirements through the Hell floor. There’s no way someone on Earth would get thrown into Beyond right from the start and survive.

I stop on the spot, absorbing the kinetic energy of my movement. Where I once stood, a spear pierces. I dodge to the side, and another stab misses me as I read the movements of the goblin attacking me.

It all feels almost too familiar as two more goblin warriors jump from behind me, somehow able to hide from my [Perception]. I resonate my blade, and it cuts through the spear and the goblin. Then I stab another one.

The third goblin dodges my slash and stabs at me again. Blue tattoos start glowing around its body. The monster speeds up, abandoning the spear and getting on all fours, dashing closer to me.

[Redistribution] encompasses the area, and the monster slows to a crawl. I cut off its head.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - lvl 126]

The air behind me stirs, and I boost my body with a surge, turning around as quickly as I can, slashing at that spot. I hit nothing, and the same thing repeats behind my back. This time, I don’t turn. I close my eyes and consolidate both parts of my [Focus]. But there’s nothing to be found, only a giggle echoing from the distance. Soon, another voice joins, and I hear multiple phantom goblins laughing. 

I can’t detect where the laughter is coming from. So, I fight for control over my mana, release my Kinetic heart even more, and strengthen my body further.

Then I lower my stance and reduce the amount of mana I’m sending towards the dagger. The blade made of mana shortens to the length of my forearm, still pitch black with glowing red circuits coursing through it.

I notice the grass behind me bending and stab right there, twisting my body swiftly while doing so.

Out of thin air, a Phantom goblin appears, staring in disbelief at the dagger in its neck. The monster coughs, splashing some blood onto my hand, and then dies.

[You have defeated Phantom Goblin - lvl 136]

I realize it’s not the first one that attacked me, the one that sacrificed its hand to escape. 

Another leaf on a tree flutters unnaturally given the wind. I kick the corpse of the goblin I just killed, and it collides with another invisible one approaching me. Before the monster recovers from the surprise, I’m in front of it. My dagger penetrates the top of its skull, embedding itself in its brain.

[You have defeated Phantom Goblin - lvl 142]

I twist the dagger and slash again, cleaving both corpses in two.

Then I [Focus] even more, attuning myself to every sound, every vibration.

The laughter has ceased.

“What happened? It’s not funny anymore?” I straighten and step towards a tree. “Go on, laugh.” I swing my dagger, and the phantom goblin charging from the right collapses, lifeless and decapitated.

[You have defeated Phantom Goblin - lvl 132]

My mana stretches into the distance, drawing in all available heat. Notifications bombard my mind as I siphon warmth from the surrounding air. Soon, my breath mists in the chill.

I hurl a mana projectile where I detect goblins’ breath. It cuts through the monster and its halves tumble to the ground.

I won’t let you hunt me as that one phantom goblin did on the first floor. I refuse to be a prey and listen to your giggle.

Improving efficiency, I pour more mana into my skill, absorbing the area’s thermal energy. The surroundings grow colder. Frost decorates leaves, grass, and bark. Each footstep echoes eerily on the frosted terrain.

Yet, no monster dares to approach. No frost is created on another body. No warm breath becomes visible in the cold air.

I exert more power, and even I begin to feel the chill but push it aside.

In the end, I stop and turn around. The last phantom goblin stands behind me, nearly touching me. Its body is covered in frost, frozen solid, it’s the same one whose arm I severed.

“Oh, I believe this one’s yours,” I taunt, showing it the dagger and only the goblin’s eyes move.

I drive the blade into its heart. The frozen creature shatters upon impact with the ground. Then I stomp on its frozen head, reducing it to icy shards.

I cast one last glance at the remains and turn myself towards the four presences advancing on me. A massive wave of fire hurtles towards me, thawing the frost and igniting the land.

Drawing on that heat, I boost my defenses as new enemies emerge.

[Goblin Shaman - lvl ??]

[Goblin Shaman - lvl 149]

[Goblin Warrior - lvl ??]

[Goblin Warrior - lvl 141]

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    It’s always fun to see you memeing in the comments. Some of your comments under the last chapters made me laugh. Thank you for that!

Also, thanks for the reviews! In the past few days, I received some really nice ones, and I keep reading them as I write the chapters.

But I hope you don’t think that will stop me from writing the most terrifying cliffhangers known to man.



                



Chapter 154 - Relying only on yourself


                It feels as if time has slowed down as both warriors dash at me, and the shamans start mumbling something. I see mana collecting in their hands.

The warriors reach me, and the first shaman finishes his casting. The area around me changes. It’s as if I was thrown into the deep mud, and the harder I try to move, the more difficult it becomes. It’s the same field the Goblin shaman on the first floor used.

But not this time.

My mana resonates against the field around me. I take a step to the side to dodge a stab and block the attack from the second goblin.

The field changes slightly, and [Resonance] fails.

Interesting.

I create armor around my body, filling it with as much mana as possible and it deflects the next few attacks from the goblin warrior.

Meanwhile, I reach towards the field around me with [Resonance], but it fails again. So I observe it deeper and then realize something. The shaman changed the frequency his mana works on to activate the field. It wasn’t a significant change that would affect the skill. No, he only twisted it slightly in response to my [Resonance].

One of the warriors’ spears gets covered in pale blue mana. As he stabs at me, it pierces through my armor and into my leg.

I ignore it and send more mana toward my armor, turning it a darker shade of blue.

My attention is on the field around me and my skill.

I observe, I perceive, and I [Focus], adjusting [Resonance] slightly in a similar way to how the shaman did. I change the frequency it works on, and the field around me disappears.

No longer slowed, my kick sends one warrior flying away. I immediately shoot my flames at him, all the heat I drew from the air while dealing with phantom goblins. I feel relief as I finally release all that heat and it blazes up into the surroundings.

Before the flames reach him, the second shaman does something to them. My flames change direction as they approach and are all drawn towards the goblin shaman with ease, ignoring my hold over the flames and the fact they’re mine.

Again, I resonate against the field about to slow me down. I disrupt the mana strengthening the goblin warriors and stab my dagger through one of them, barely avoiding the other. The wounded goblin warrior jumps away.

The remaining warrior jumps away, and as if it’s a signal, the field tries to slow me again. This time, it operates on multiple frequencies. At the same time, my flames and the goblin’s are launched at me as three dark orange fireballs.

I send a resonating mana against the field trying to hold me down. One after another, I quickly identify each frequency and adapt my [Resonance] to tear them apart until the field entirely disappears.

My eyes are fixed on the shaman who sent fireballs at me. As my mana reaches the fireballs, I remember how he took control of my fire and how he was creating it to throw at me.

I reach out and grab one of the fireballs, the one with the most thermal energy he stole from me. I force it to behave more according to my will while feeding it more mana. I move it to collide with another ball, and as they meet, they both explode. The explosion catches the last remaining fireball. The heat makes the air flicker, melting the stone on the ground and turning any flora into dust.

One of the warriors dies in the flames, while the remaining three goblins group together, both shamans absorbing the explosion.

On the other side, I step towards the explosion, absorbing all the heat that reaches me. Constant notifications ring as the air around me feels slightly breezy.

Flames swirl around me, pass by me, and disappear in front of me as I move closer to the monsters. Goblins continue to shout something in their language. The shaman that tried to trap me in the slowing field has burned his hands, with bones showing.

I release my flames simultaneously with the fire shaman and they collide. Dark orange and my dark yellow flames fight and push against each other, spilling terrifying heat all around.

My heart beats as I feed them more and more. 

As the shaman’s flames start to weaken, I concentrate the cones into a thin stream of glowing yellow flames. I narrow the stream more and more until it’s as thin as my wrist and shoots like a laser against the trio of goblins.

A shield activates to try to stop them, but the flames melt through it, too concentrated for the shield to block such a small point of impact.

Laser-like flame cuts through all three monsters, reminding me of a red-hot iron rod cutting through styrofoam. All three of the goblins die and the notifications sound. 

I invest all stat points into mana.

After glancing behind and seeing a giant Cinderbeast getting closer, I put distance between us again.

 



 

Okay, this is getting harder and harder. I’ve already started countering the poison’s effect on my mana handling. To be honest, it’s not that difficult; I have some experience with that. The bigger problem is that the poison even affects my mana regeneration.

Is it due to the weapon’s rarity, or was it working together with some skills of the Phantom Goblin?

I curiously look at the weapon in my hand. It’s a small, short dagger made from black obsidian-like material with glowing red circuits etched all across the blade. The interesting thing is that there isn’t a mana stone to keep the effect running or continue transferring my mana into it.

It’s as if the entire dagger is a mana stone, meaning that there are materials capable of handling mana even without a mana stone. Good to know for the future.

As for Beyond, it’s different than I expected. Well, it’s not like I knew what to expect from it.

The first floor’s objective was to survive 30 days; the Beyond’s first quest is to survive 1 hour. Right now, it feels as if this place is designed to filter out the “weeds” in a similar way to the first floor. It’s either that or each time I enter Beyond, I will return to the floors I already visited, and they will be much harder.

And hell, the Beyond is difficult. Extremely difficult. I am absolutely sure I’m currently the only one from our group able to survive this. Maybe not even Tess would be able to stay alive, and I consider her to be the strongest after me.

Question mark monsters are everywhere, so many of them. Heck, I still remember my surprise when a bunch of Cinderbears popped up at the start.

The presence of the giant Cinderbear gets closer, and I stand up again, quickly running away. This time I try to use the least amount of mana and be as efficient as possible.

From a distance, I continue to observe the Cinderbear. The monster is massive, easily as big as the Undead bear and deer I fought. Like them, he also has two question marks. Not around level 150 like them. No, this cuddly bear is well over 200.

Yet, the entire time I watch him, and feel his gaze on me, I think of how I could kill him.

All while dealing with goblins once in a while. Each goblin warrior is around level 150. High enough to tear through most members of group 4. Yet I’m doing fine. Wounded in multiple places, poisoned, with my mana barely replenishing and slowly getting lower, I’m calmer than before.

I’m alone, relying only on myself.

I don’t have to care about anyone. I can go all out and fight as I want, and all this danger pushes me to my limits.

Is it supposed to be like that, or am I just that strong, stronger than the standard? How strong am I from the point of view of the system?

I stand up, and a little bit of blood remains on the ground where I sat. Huh. I focus a bit more and tighten the mana bandages around my waist, chest, and thigh. The wounds continue to refuse to close.

After checking my reserves, I realize that I have barely around half of my mana left, which reduces the efficiency of my Mana-Fortified Resilience. It’s fine, I’ll push through.

 



 

When there are only 30 minutes remaining, the suns disappear from the sky as if someone flipped a switch.

On a void black night sky without any stars, lights appear. Beautiful blue, green, and pink polar lights swirl all around, lighting up the ground underneath with moving and uneven light.

As if all at once, the screeches of the monsters sound all around me. The goblins, wolves, bears. All terrifying and full of anger.

Then I feel all the presences moving towards me.

            


Chapter 155 - Beyond the limits


                Flashback - Tess Hansen - 12y old

“Some kids broke it, again. It’s happening like every two years at this point,” the boy in front of me says. He is slim, yet his body is athletic. He is around 2 years older than me and he is showing me his right arm in a cast, “The weird thing is that it’s the right one, not the left one again.”

The fun part is that while saying this, he is smiling, not bothered at all by the broken arm that is now in a cast.

He looks at me and for a moment, he smiles. His smile is so cheeky, so cheerful, all while he looks as if he is doing something he shouldn’t. After smiling, he quickly looks around, making sure no one saw it.

The boy moves a bit closer, a small smile still on his face while his two differently colored eyes shine brightly.

They are pretty.

“I’ll tell you a secret if you want,” he says.

It almost makes me want to sigh; I’ve already gotten used to boys coming up with all kinds of stories to try to impress me. Mom keeps saying that I’m pretty, but I don’t agree with her. I’m too tall to be pretty.

Still, I force myself to smile and nod.

“Wow, that was a gloriously fake smile,” the boy immediately sees through me, “Hehe, you should see your expression now,” he continues.

What’s he talking about? I’m sure I’m controlling my face properly.

“Your brow furrowed a bit, and your left eyebrow twitched slightly. Then your smile froze on your face and you tried to keep it there,” his eyes continue to examine me, like I’m some kind of interesting animal.

“As if you could do it better,” I say. How annoying. It makes me want to punch him.

“Probably not.”

Huh? Why is he then being so cheeky? Is he just teasing me?

“Asshole,” I say, and instead of getting angry, he just nods.

“This is better,” he says, “You really meant it this time.” His smile is gone, but his eyes shine cheekily.

“So what are you doing here? Did you sit next to me just to annoy me?” I ask.

“Partially, but mostly I wanted to take a look at the police station,” he lifts his hand and points his finger at the police station nearby, “Did you know it takes on average 10 to 20 minutes to leave the station after they get the call?” As he talks, any semblance of a smile disappears from his face, and it becomes an emotionless mask.

He continues, “Of course, it’s quicker to some places as the cars usually move around there and it can go down to 5 to 10 minutes. But for poorer city parts, it’s 10-20 minutes. Often longer for smaller crimes,” he turns to me, emotions gone even from his eyes, and he tries to smile.

The smile is terrible.

“That’s a big-ass fake smile,” I blurt out, and for some reason, I start feeling uneasy.

“I know, right? I’m terrible at this. Sometimes it’s easy to smile and sometimes I think I might forget how to do it if I’m not careful. It’s getting harder and harder, you know.”

I decide to ignore it. I don’t know what to say to that. Instead, I ask, “So why do you watch the police station?”

He pauses and I can see him thinking. A small strand of hair falls onto his face, and he flings it away annoyed, and then he turns back to me.

“I’m Nathaniel,” he says and reaches his hand towards me, and that makes me smile. What boy shakes hands with a girl?

When I reach out mine to shake with him, he pulls it away and pretends that he wasn’t about to shake my hand but to touch his hair.

That’s so childish! I bet he did it because he saw me smiling at his gesture.

“That’s so petty!” I say.

He doesn’t react to that and just continues to look at me with his pretty eyes.

“I’m Tess,” I give up. This boy is crazy. Actually, all boys are crazy. Mom says it’s because of puberty, but I think that’s just an excuse. This one might be crazier than the others.

But it’s fun; he’s not boring. I like how he behaves. Should I try to mirror it a bit? It seems cool.

“So why are you watching the police station and learning how quickly they can get somewhere?” I ask, this time really curious.

“Well, Tess. You could say that I’m getting ready. You know, just in case,” he says, and I immediately know he’s serious. There isn’t even a speck of hesitation as he says so.

 







 

I’m not a good person, quite far from it. That’s how I see myself. It’s not something that bothers me; it’s just something I know about myself.

So maybe part of my mind doesn’t mind all this bullshit thrown at me, all the pain I go through because it feels as if I deserve it?

A small, dumb-as-heck part of me.

I’m me. I’m Nathaniel Gwyn, and all of the decisions were made by me, so I will bear their consequences.

Wolves, goblins, normal animals. All of them, well over level 100, and some of them with two question marks, continue to rush at me no matter how much I reposition and how far I get.

And the giant Cinderbear is gone, completely disappeared out of my detection range. It makes me uneasy.

I duck under the bite, and the dagger flashes, barely infused with mana that I resonate with, and I leave the wolf to bleed out while dashing away from a few more attacks.

I refuse to use full armor; there is only a gauntlet on my left forearm that I use to block the attacks I can’t dodge. Otherwise, I continue to strengthen my body while trying to be as efficient as possible.

Another stab goes through a goblin warrior’s eye, I block two arrows with the piece of armor on my left forearm and deflect the third one with the dagger. I then, for a split second, infuse it with more mana and elongate it to cut off another wolf’s head.

All the monsters are extremely aggressive and continue to rush at me in a mindless rage.

I narrow a small amount of kinetic energy into three cones as thin as possible, and it pierces through the heads of three more goblins. I let the wolf bite my armored, left forearm and then pierce his temple with the dagger in my hand.

Another slash and I leave another wolf to bleed out.

I siphon a bit of thermal energy from a fire attack of a three-headed wolf and change it to strengthen my body. Immediately, I realize that it’s less mana-efficient than using energy generated by my kinetic mana heart, and while jumping over the wolf, I throw the dagger at him, boosting it with a bit of kinetic energy and it burrows into one of its heads.

I don’t even create a dagger made of mana and just coat my hand in [Resonance] to cut off the remaining two heads and grab the dagger that I threw.

Then I run for a few seconds, ducking attacks flying at me and dodging behind trees that continue to explode or get trashed by monsters rushing at me.

I form two orbs made of mana and boost them at the monsters.

Again, I realize that it’s not efficient enough.

So I [Focus] more and reduce the amount of mana my heart is getting through the Mana Regulator. Immediately, I feel that I have much less kinetic energy to transfer with symbiotic transference, but I ignore it.

When another wolf dashes at me, I wait until the last moment and only boost my body for a split second to cut through its neck and then stop. Once again, I feel weaker, but I continue to observe everything to take it all in.

I sense another goblin dash at me from behind trying to stab me. Again, I send mana through my body only for a second, long enough to twist my body and stab the bottom of its chin, making the dagger pierce out on top of his head. Then I stop the mana and save it again.

Another pulse, just enough to deflect two arrows and a javelin. Then two more to reposition myself. Another one to stab the wolf. Three more to reposition and dodge.

I continue to trickle tiny bits of mana through my body, and now, even with the effect of the poison, I feel my reserves growing instead of decreasing.

Good. Something tells me I will need them.

 







 

Ten minutes before the end of the quest, the suns reappear, and immediately the monsters fall quiet. The silence fills the entire forest, only the sounds of burning wood and falling trees echo in the deafening quiet.

All the monsters freeze; they aren’t moving at all. Not even if I get to one of the goblins and stab him; the monster just falls down dead, not reacting at all.

Soon after, their eyes start glowing. The left eye of every single monster starts glowing in a bright orange color, like a spark.

My eye as well.

Without hesitation, I boost my [Resonance] with [Mana Surge] and tear apart the foreign mana in my left eye. The pain hits me, but the mana is gone.

My heart is beating wildly, and I know how close to death I was.

My suspicion is confirmed, and the orange-glowing left eye of the wolf near me starts burning and expands into a massive flame that turns the monster into ash. From that flame, the giant Cinderbear steps out, its head immediately burning a vast area around.

As if on cue, the sky gets covered in clouds, the suns barely visible behind them, and then the rain starts falling. Beautiful droplets of water infused with blue, green, and pink mana fall down with impossible speed and start tearing apart the bodies of the weaker monsters, piercing them like thousands of tiny bullets.

Left with no other option, my dormant mana stirs. The mana I’ve conserved for the past twenty minutes is now almost replenished.

It begins to rise, much like a wild animal waking up from a deep slumber.

My heart beats, and my mana flows through my body, quickly filling it with the power I’ve gotten used to.

My mana. My skills.

They surge from my body, and this time I do not run. I do not reposition, I do not dodge. This time I will go to my limits and if it won’t be enough, I will go beyond them.
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                    As always, thank you for reading and commenting.

If you feel especially generous, you can follow, rate, review, or favorite. Or not, I’m not your mom, you can do whatever you want.

Have a nice weekend!

P.S.: Proof that chapters are really getting longer: At the start, they barely reached 1400 words and sometimes went under 1000 words.
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Chapter 156 - Unallowed Interference


                Everything slows to a crawl. In the black-and-white world of focus, only mana continues to hold its vibrant color.

The raindrops in a massive area stop in the air as if someone paused time.

The heat disappears from the air.

The giant bear in front of me stops moving.

In just a split second, a massive chunk of my mana disappears.

Then I take a step towards the monster, and the ground under my feet cracks as I transfer all the energy I hold into kinetic, infuse it all into a mana projectile, and shoot it all at the Cinderbear.

The air reverberates in front of me, vibrations I’m able to see with my eyes. The air flickers under the immense concentrated energy that covers the distance in a blink. The chest of the monster explodes into a geyser of blood and flesh, the attack revealing its beating heart and cutting off its front left paw, sending it flying until it falls on the ground, destroying multiple trees.

After the attack, pain surges through my head and body, making me lose control over my mana for a moment. The mana bandages disappear, revealing my still-not-closed wounds, and the armor piece on my left forearm dissipates.

Yet, I still continue to keep my perceiving touch on the monster as it disappears from the spot.

The body of the goblin is set ablaze, and from it, the Cinderbear steps out. It´s smaller now, but its wounds fully healed. The heat again radiates from its body, setting ablaze its surroundings that are still being torn apart by beautiful but deadly rain. The rain that the bear ignores while its intelligent eyes track me.

As the rain starts falling again, I create a thin barrier over my skin that resonates with my mana. When the rain touches me, the barrier destroys the droplets, turning them back to the normal water that now hits my body, soon drenching me fully. The water is flowing down my hair and face, mixing with the blood from my wounds.

Then the bear roars once again and half of the remaining monsters that are still standing, unmoving, explode into pillars of flames that reach far over the top of the trees. They quickly bend, slithering like a snake, and then all at once, dozens of flame pillars coil and bend and reach towards me.

Sending my brain into overdrive, I [Focus] and with [Resonance] reach towards each and every one of the flames as I continue to endure.

I tear all of the flames apart. My mana roars and resonates through the air, accurately hitting the core of each flame and putting it out as if blowing out a candle. Not stopping there, after the flames are gone, my heart sends an audible thump into the surroundings as I collect kinetic energy in my body.

Both the Cinderbear and I take a step towards each other.

His flames and my flames continuously clash in the air between us until we get so close they start swirling around us like a fire tornado, heating the area to the extreme even with the rain that continues to fall.

My heart pumps more and more energy through my body, instantly to be transferred into dark yellow flames that battle the bear’s orange ones. Just a tiny mistake, a moment of hesitation would be enough for me to lose control and allow his flames to burn me alive. But there isn’t even a speck of hesitation or worry in my head.

I know that I’m smiling, the [Focus] fully working on skills and consolidated to a single task, allowing my emotions to surface.

My mana resonates across the dagger in my hand, and I slash the air in front of me. An attack shoots through the air and a deep cut appears across the bear’s face, blinding one of its eyes.

In exchange, the bear takes another step towards me, and from its mouth, heat escapes concentrated into a stream as thin as wire. It slashes me across my face too, blinding one of my eyes and drawing blood that flows down my cheeks, onto my lips, and then dropping from my chin onto my charred and torn clothes.

I smile even more now, just a few steps away from the Cinderbear, and with my heart beating so loudly my bones start to resonate with the output that I need to generate to be able to fight against the monster’s flames.

Another stream of concentrated flames slashes against me, and this time I block them with my hand to not get my head cut off, and the dagger falls from my hand along with a few of my fingers.

But it’s fine; I don’t need them right now. I continue to concentrate and continuously change the frequency my mana resonates on, and soon I hit the spot.

I reach out towards my flames that are all around us and change them, affect them, and soon they start to resonate together with my mana. They resonate at the same frequency as the Cinderbear’s flames.

My flames audibly roar, the sound deafening and the ground melting. The air flickers under their force as they devour and take over the monster’s flames.

My mana continues to drop to lower and lower levels, yet I continue to push even through my pain until I take control of them all. Then, for a split second, all the flames stop moving.

There is no flicker; they do not burn or move. It looks as if time itself stopped.

The Cinderbear doesn’t like it, and with a loud roar, all the remaining monsters around us are set ablaze, turning into flames that start rushing towards us. But it’s too late. Flames I took over move and coil like a snake, and this time they are not dark yellow; they are of a beautiful golden color as they rush towards the bear, pressing on the field around him and devouring his body.

In the end, only the skeleton of the bear steps out of the flames, and his flames flicker and dissipate. The skeleton of the monster takes one more step towards me before crashing down and finally stopping to move.

[You have defeated the CinderBear - lvl 196]

[Lvl 120 > Lvl 121]

[Lvl 121 > Lvl 122]

[Lvl 122 > Lvl 123]

[Resonance - lvl 15 > Resonance - lvl 16]

[Resonance - lvl 16 > Resonance - lvl 17]

[Redistribution - lvl 33 > Redistribution - lvl 34]

[Redistribution - lvl 34 > Redistribution - lvl 35]

The moment Cinderbear dies, the rain stops and disappears. Even the droplets that come crashing down, now that the heat doesn’t destroy them, just straight up disappear. The sky is once again a beautiful blue, with two suns in the sky.

One minute remaining.

The ground starts shaking and the sky turns pure black, yet there is still somehow enough light to see.

The two suns in the sky expand and quickly grow bigger and bigger until they fill up most of the horizon. Two giant suns so close to the surface that they should be logically tearing it apart, burning it to ash. One yellow and the other one orange. 

Then in the middle of each sun, a pupil expands, and two giant eyes stare down at me.

(Another unfortunate one.)

The voice is like thunder, sounding only in my head, yet the ground shakes and the area around me continues to get destroyed.

 

Error. Unallowed Interference detected. Activating failsa…

 

(Enough.) the voice says, and the message from the system stops, and the window disappears.

Then the giant eyes continue to stare at me. Two giant burning spheres of fire with pupils in the middle.

(I have only one piece of advice for you, an unfortunate one. Never get any of your skills to level 99.)

Then it all disappears. Two eyes are gone, the ground stops shaking, and the system messages fill up my vision as if nothing happened.

 

Congratulations on fulfilling Beyond’s quest! You have acquired:

Attribute upgrade token

Rare graded equipment

100 shards

You will now be transported back to your floor within the Hell Difficulty Tutorial. You can enter Beyond again in 4 months.

 

Before I get transported out, I grab the dagger from the ground, immediately appearing back on the third floor of the house I entered the Beyond from.

One quick scan tells me I’m alone, and I lean against the wall and slide down to my bottom. My heart is beating wildly, my head is hurting. I still have a few stab wounds. I’m poisoned. One of my eyes is blinded, and I’m missing a few fingers. Am I getting careless because I have a healer at hand?

And what the heck was that even? Damn, that was scary; that thing even messed with the system. Was it because it was Beyond? Is Beyond under weaker control of the system or was that thing just that powerful?

And what was that warning? Not to get a skill to level 99?

Well, I’ll deal with it later, future problems for future Nathaniel, screw that jerk. Now then, I need to check my rewards, don’t I? I can lose a bit more blood; my body can handle it, but I don’t think I can wait any longer.

“Use attribute upgrade token,” I say, and a window appears.

 

WARNING! You can only upgrade one out of 4 attributes. After you pick an attribute, you can’t change it later. You can upgrade your selected attribute up to three times.

Attributes for upgrade:

Strength

Dexterity

Constitution

Mana

Choose wisely.

 

What a dumb warning.

“Upgrade mana.”

 

Congratulations! You can now upgrade your mana attribute. Please pick one of the three options.

Warning: after you pick the option, you can only continue to upgrade that option and won’t be able to pick the other upgrades.

Choose wisely.

 

Mana Amplification: Enhances the sheer volume of mana you possess.

Stage 1: Vast Mana

Stage 2: Omnipresent Mana

Stage 3: Limitless Mana

 

Mana Restoration: Accelerates the rate at which your mana replenishes itself.

Stage 1: Sprouting Mana

Stage 2: Thriving Mana

Stage 3: Unending Mana

 

Mana Potency: Boosts the potency and intensity of your mana.

Stage 1: Potent Mana

Stage 2: Dynamic Mana

Stage 3: Supreme Mana
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                    A new month brings new cliffhangers!

Did you know Patreon is already on the 4th Floor? > https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord still exists > Discord

 



                



Chapter 157 - Veiled Vulnerabilities


                Oh boy, this will require a little bit of thinking. Once I pick my path, I won’t be able to change it and will have to walk this way up until the end. The good thing is that I can pick the attribute upgrade that I like and then complement it with my future Traits or even Skills, creating the best possible combination.

I love it; I like theorizing. And yes, a bit more info would be nice so I can make the best possible decision, but that’s not how the system works. 

Just wait until I get to the original Lissandra and unleash her on you, you will be so screwed. And then, while you two fight, I’ll get in some hits and have my revenge and rewards.

Sounds good?

Good!

As for the rewards, I have gained 9 levels, like what the heck. Nine entire levels, meaning 27 points into mana. All in less than one hour. Then plenty of skill level-ups. The best reward will surely be the attribute upgrade, but a rare piece of gear could be nice, and what the heck are shards? I’ve already checked them, and they do nothing. Maybe they will work when we enter the 4th floor and unlock the Shop, which is one of the rewards for clearing the third floor?

“I want to pick my rare piece of equipment.” I say.

The system understands, and the options appear in front of me. It’s kind of creepy how it continues to listen all the time, even to the point of reading our minds.

Please, pick one of the options, all are based on your performance within the tutorial.

Oh? Somewhat personalized rewards? That’s quite nice.

Blade of Astral Resonance (rare) - This longsword, forged from a meteorite, harmonizes with its wielder’s energies, and it’s easy to infuse with mana and other energies.

Endurium Javelin (rare) - Created from a rare alloy known as Endurium, this javelin possesses an extraordinary hardness that resists all forms of destruction. While it holds no magical properties, its durability makes it a formidable weapon.

Barrier Bastion (rare) - This hand-crafted shield made of a mystic alloy can be saturated with the user’s mana to generate a mana barrier. The strength of this barrier scales with the wielder’s mana use.

Pyroclast Mantle (rare) - Woven from the rare Ashen Silk, this cloak provides substantial protection against fire. Its fabric seems to come alive when subjected to flame, absorbing the fiery energy and enhancing its resistance proportional to the strength of the attack.

Mark of the physical strength (rare) -This tattoo, crafted with an ethereal pigment responsive to mana, subtly fortifies the physical strength of the wearer. This slight enhancement comes at the cost of a continuous mana drain.

Hmm, did the system fall in love with me? Did watching me struggle soften that big cold heart, and it took some pity on me? Is this reward for all my suffering up until now? Is there any bug? 

I want to say that Beyond wasn’t as hard as expected, but I have a suspicion that plenty of people would beat me up for that. 

Am I that amazing? Too strong even for Beyond? 

Huhuh. I don’t think so. No matter how hard I try to soften it up, Beyond was dangerous, and I have a feeling that it really was just a start - a filter the same way the first floor was. 

Well, as always, that’s a problem for the future Nathaniel Gwyn, screw that jackass. I just need to do my best. 

But first, I really like the tattoo; unfortunately, it’s quite useless to me with all my strengthening and my construct doing the same, but it’s interesting to see, and it could be worth picking just to examine it. 

Javelin would be good for Tess and not for me; I don’t need the shield, and why the heck would I pick the cape? I bet little Isabella would be making fun of me. Plus, I’m sure I can defend myself against fire better. 

In the end, it could be either the sword or the tattoo but I don’t need either of them even though their descriptions sound super cool. As for the sword, I don’t like relying on weapons. Just having my mana and being able to create any weapon I need is good enough, even if it might be slightly weaker. 

The rewards are all good options, just… just not for me, even though they are personalized by the system. Plus, I have the dagger I took from the phantom goblin.

Venomstrike Mana Dagger (rare) - A short obsidian dagger with a sharp edge. Upon injury, the target experiences mana drain due to a poison effect. Use with caution - it’s dangerous to magic users.

I glance at it and then stab my thigh with it slightly after sending some mana through it. It immediately poisons me, making me regenerate my mana slower and disrupting some of my control over it. I continue to try to fight against the effect, using it as practice while thinking over the items.

Okay, let’s just pick the javelin and give it to Tess.

Tattoos are interesting, but surely not as intriguing as my constructs, and there’s a limited number of hours in a day, and I already have plenty to do. As for the sword, I just need to improve my usage of [Armament]. It’s my mana, so it surely is much better than some sword at handling my energies or more of my mana. Plus relying on the sword would make that progress slow down.

When I decide, the weapon appears in front of me. It’s just here as if it had been there the entire time. The javelin is made of a single piece. The metal is a light gray color, and I don’t feel mana from it or any mana pathways. There’s nothing.

As the description said, it’s just a simple javelin made from a metal called Endurium, and most likely extremely tough in exchange for lacking any special effects.

Damn, Tess better be thankful; maybe I can use her to defend me against Lily.

 



 

I get back to the hideout, and Lily isn’t there. Everyone just stares at me, surprised that I came so early and even more surprised by my state.

It’s just a few missing fingers, a hurt eye, a nearly cut-off ear, some burns, and a few stab wounds. In a world where healers exist, these wounds start to feel like getting a papercut back on Earth. Painful, but something that can be dealt with easily.

Yet I know it’s dangerous. I’ve noticed it, but I’ve already gotten used to Lily healing me, maybe too used. I should be more careful.

A few hours pass, and finally, Lily appears, together with Tess and Biscuit.

The best doggo seems to want to run to me, but then he glances at Lily and then at me and just disappears somewhere, his eyes darting around the cave, surely full of fear of little Isabella.

Tess is fine; there are no wounds on her. Yet, I still feel some of her mana lingering around her, a clear sign of the fights she went through not long ago.

Lily, on the other hand, is battered. Half of her face is terribly burned; she’s missing a big chunk of her left forearm, and she’s limping. Her eyes brighten up a little as she spots me, and she slowly moves towards me, leaving Tess behind.

There are wisps of bright white mana over her wounds, healing her, restoring her to her original state, but they disappear the moment she spots me and my wounds.

“Don’t look at my face; I look terrible right now,” she says, covering the terribly burned half of her face with her hair and sitting next to me.

She grabs my hand and sends her mana to me.

I disrupt it.

She tries again.

I disrupt it again.

“Nat?” she looks at me, surprised.

“Everyone, get out of the hideout.” My voice sounds cold and soon everyone gets up and leaves, only Tess giving me an understanding nod before closing the entrance.

I look at the girl in front of me and then slightly lower the effect [Focus] has on me and my emotions.

My hand missing three fingers reaches up and pushes aside Lily’s hair, revealing the burn on her face. She slightly shudders under my touch but lets me do it, looking at me with big eyes, like a scared little animal.

“Heal yourself,” I let go and say.

“It’s fine; that much is nothing. I will heal myself right after…”

“Heal yourself,” my voice is stronger this time.

She falls silent for a moment and then says a single word, “No.”

That word echoes loudly in the deafening silence of the hideout. Yet I heard it; I heard the emotion in her voice.

“Is it painful?” I ask.

“No, it’s not.”

“Is it hard?” my voice softens.

“…No.”

“Are you scared?”

“No.” she lies again, but this time her voice quivers a bit more, and I see her gulp as well as some tears collecting in her eyes.

Somehow, I want to help this girl. The way she acts bravely and hides her pain, pretending everything is okay, reminds me of my mom way too much. Even though it might be because she’s not normal like the rest of us, she decided to help me over and over. Yet, at the start, I thought only of using her.

I can’t give her what she wants. I don’t feel such emotion for her, and I’m sure she knows that. Yet, she is a silly girl.

So I smile at her, and the shock on her face is fascinating to look at. Wide-open eyes, an unbelieving expression. I etch it into my mind, and then I hug her.

That makes her freeze even more.

“You’re doing well, Lily.” I whisper.

She starts shaking. I’ve long since seen the pain and fear in her eyes, no matter how hard she tried to act tough.

“You are so brave, and you’re doing your hardest,” I ignore the tears I feel on my back, “But you have to take care of yourself a bit more, okay?”

You’re not like me, so don’t try to imitate me. Don’t go out to get hurt and don’t try to suffer through it all while pretending not to be bothered by it all. Don’t act the way my mom did; it just brings up bad memories for me.

“Push yourself if you wish to do so, but don’t bottle it up. You have a few people around you who you can consider friends; feel free to vent with them.” I say while hugging her.

When she starts sobbing and grabs me tightly, I allow her to do so.

It’s okay for only me to suffer through it all. I can handle it.
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Awakener - A PostApoc Litrpg





The world ended in 2012. 

The arrival of Mana changed everything, as it mutated normal animals into powerful monsters, giving birth to nightmares. Dungeons populated the land, and civilization was on retreat. 

Then, the System came, and humans had a way to fight back. They picked the pieces and built back up. 

James Summers is a young man standing at the precipice of adulthood in a world where, without being an Awakener, the future is limited. Guilds abuse their powers while the Federal Government’s agency in charge, the Awakener Association, can do nothing but watch.

He knows that the rot and corruption threaten the fragile peace humanity has earned with blood. If things don’t change soon, it might be too late. 

He might just have to take the situation in his own hands.



Posting every day until I get too exhausted! 















                



Chapter 158 - Mana Stage 1/3


                So, for my next class upgrade, I’m pretty sure I will be offered a class called “Advanced Body Pillow.”

Also, what the heck, am I making friends? Sure, I knew Tess from before, but our relationship is quite… well, complicated.

But here, I’ve noticed that I’ve started looking after Lily already, and it’s not only because she’s a healer. There’s no love or anything; it’s just that I’m weak against people who are nice to me without expecting anything in return.

Maybe Lily is doing it on purpose?

I squint my eyes and look at her. We’re still alone, sitting in the hideout, and she continues to sniff and tries to dry her wet, red eyes. She’s even blushing when I look at her.

“This is so awkward…” she complains, “I don’t know why…” She then shakes her head.

I guess not. She’s too silly to trick me like that, but I’ll have to be careful! I already know how devious little Isabella is, even though she looks so cute. 

Lily could be the next one.

Other than her, I also somehow take care of Kim. Not because he’s cute or super nice to me, obviously. To me, he just looks like a puppy left outside in the rain, looking for a place with some warmth and looking for some people he could befriend. Desperately so.

How can I treat someone so pitiful badly?

Weak, so weak!

I reach out and pinch Lily’s small, cute nose.

“Phwat are u toing?” she says with her nose blocked, looking at me with her big eyes.

I pinch a bit more and then let go, not forgetting to flick her forehead.

“Owch,” she complains, but I already feel slightly better.

“Crybaby,” I say to her, and her face becomes red in an instant.

“You… you!”

“Anyway, feel free to push yourself. Losing some limbs is fine if you can restore them, but be careful, okay? Talk with Tess; she’s good with this kind of stuff. You can complain to her for hours, and she’ll continue to listen. Bully Biscuit a bit, tease Isabella.”

After each sentence, I poke her cheek; it’s not quite as soft as Isabella’s, but it’s still fun.

“There’s no need to be all serious and gloomy all the time, and there’s no need for the fake-ass smiles you’ve shown, okay?”

I’m quite good at this, am I not? Maybe I could be a psychologist or something.

“What about you?” she throws a question at me.

“What about me?”

“C-can I talk with you, to complain?” Lily asks.

Isn’t that obvious? “Nah, just annoy Tess; I’m super busy.” The look on her face as I say so immediately tells me that it’s not the answer she expected, and I pinch her nose again, “Only sometimes, okay?”

Maybe I’m not gaining a friend; maybe I’m becoming a mom to these kids. To Lily, Kim, Biscuit, who is also like a kid.

“Okay,” Lily says, and I can see that she’s happy.

Somehow it annoys me, and I pinch her nose again. Unfortunately, that makes her even happier, even as she tries to hide it.

Goddamn, Lily… at least you be normal.

 



 

“What is that for?” Tess just stares at the rare graded weapon I’m giving her. She tries to act indifferent, but I see it’s quite piqued her interest.

Hehe, she might think I don’t know, but I do! I saw how well she takes care of her uncommon javelin. How she carries it everywhere, cleans it, and always carefully checks if it’s not damaged!

Tess is someone who likes shiny new stuff. She’s totally someone who would compare her shoes to the shoes of a girl she doesn’t like and then feel superior to the other girl without letting it show at all.

No matter how she tries to hide it, I see it. Her furrowed brows, the tiny excited steps she made towards the javelin, and the shine in her eyes after she inspected it.

“So, you don’t want it? I can give it to Kim.”

That makes her freeze for a split second, but she quickly hides it. She then shamelessly takes it from my hand and gives me one long, judging look.

I know she knows I know, and that seems to annoy her slightly, yet even her proud self can’t resist a shiny new weapon. A rare weapon, something that’s hard to get.

“I will make sure to pay you back,” Tess says.

“Works for me,” I tell her.

I then watch as she walks away. When she gets behind the corner of one of the houses, I switch to [Perception] and watch as she stops and starts observing the javelin up close. There’s a small, happy smile on her face as she tests the item’s weight and sharpness while also sending a few small sparks through it.

 



 

There are 3 possible upgrades for mana: 

Mana Amplification: Enhances the sheer volume of mana you possess.

Mana Restoration: Accelerates the rate at which your mana replenishes itself.

Mana Potency: Boosts the potency and intensity of your mana.

And I like all of them.

Amplification would give me straight up more mana, maybe in the form of pure stats, or it changes my body a bit to possess more of it. It’s something that could be quite good for me, and it would mean stronger spells. Heck, later I could improve the quality of my mana on my own or something. I don’t know.

More mana = good. That’s how my brain works.

Mana restoration is also something similar. Less mana, but faster regeneration, which also means more mana. The only difference would be that I don’t have as massive a mana pool to put into a single spell in the future. So my damage could be lower than with amplification, but it could allow me to restore my mana faster and spam my spells more.

It’s also good just for longer fights.

The last one, Potency, is quite a question. The intensity of my mana… does it mean my spells would be stronger? Would that mana be purer and already slightly concentrated even without me doing anything? If the mana is more potent, how does it compare to just having more mana?

Is, for example, 10 stats in potent mana equal to 20 stats in amplified mana?

System? Any hints?

“…”

Yeah, I thought so. Screw you.

But there are more hints: the stages! Obviously, after I pick an upgrade, I will be at stage 1, but stage 3, its name, could be a hint.

For Amplification, it’s Limitless Mana, and that’s something I really, really like. For Restoration, it’s Unending Mana, and more questions arise. How does it compare to Limitless? So annoying! And what the heck is Supreme Mana, other than just sounding cool?

Whatever, I already know what I will do.

I will pick Amplification, get more mana, and then I will come up with ways to increase the regeneration of my mana. I already created a construct on my heart. The next step could be to create a construct that would help me regenerate more mana. Hell, it sounds difficult, but it’s nice to set high goals, right?

As for Potency? It’s also something I should work on my own, through my skills. I have one theory I want to try, and if it works as I think it should, it should be quite similar to Mana Potency, probably. Plus, I already have tricolored mana, don’t I? It’s probably something similar.

As someone smart said, you need to have strong basics before you start building. It’s totally not only because I want to have more mana.

Okay?

Okay.

“Pick, Mana Amplification,” I say and then close my eyes, ready to fight against the pain. And oh boy, does it come, and the world around me blacks out.

When I open my eyes and check the timer, I learn that it’s a few hours later and my body, now slightly healed, still hurts. My mana pool feels bigger now, and I start examining it while turning my eyes to the item on the floor.

“Thanks for keeping watch,” I say to the abomination lying on the floor of the room. A thing made from my flesh and bones with an imperfect imprint of Lissandra.

The fleshy abomination is quiet, probably too haughty to bother answering.

I open my status and immediately blink and stop with my mouth open.

Hehe, probably some bug.

My mana starts to move more and more, and the pressure of it on my body starts increasing. Something I haven’t felt for a long time. Something that kept bothering me on the first floor and part of the second floor.

When I look at the status again, it’s still there.

Okay, one more try. I close it and open it, and it’s still there.

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 369 + 369

Plus 369. What the hell? Are attribute upgrades maybe much more important than I thought?

“I’m surprised you went with Mana Amplification, little pup. I personally went with Potency.”

I listen to her only in the back of my mind and feel my constructs and passives work at full throttle, dealing with my doubled-up mana. I actively start taking control of my mana and help them to deal with a sudden and massive increase in mana pool.

It reminds me of the good old times.
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Chapter 159 - Official challenge


                It’s such a nice day, even this fleshy abomination on the floor won’t ruin my mood. My mana doubled. The weather is as nice as it can be here on the third floor, and that improves my mood slightly. My mana doubled. I survived the first phase, floor, sorting test, or whatever of Beyond. My mana doubled. Thanks to that, my stats went up quite nicely.

I also improved my skills a lot, dealt with a few people, and gave Tess a gift. My mana doubled.

Did I forget something?

Oh yeah, my mana doubled!

Like, what the heck? It feels illegal. I am a measly level 123, and I know for sure that Lissandra, the person able to destroy an entire planet, was well over level 450, maybe closer to thousand? Who knows! It just feels super illegal to have an attribute upgrade that doubles my stat.

I love it, obviously, even though it threatens to tear apart my body. The system just wants me to put stat points into inferior stats such as constitution. Pff, what bullshit.

Anyways, send help.

This is dangerous, isn’t it? The increase is too quick and out of nowhere, and it makes my mana 6 times higher than constitution. That’s 6.4 mana to 1 constitution. Most of the mages around my level I met up until now barely went for 3:1.

So, why am I so happy? Is there something wrong with me? Why am I getting excited and drunk on all of this power? Maybe I’m not that normal?

It just can’t be! Surely, I’m the most normal out of our group, right?

Reinforcement and Mana-Fortified Resilience, please hold on. I will have to rely on you once again, just for a bit. Damn, it would be kind of really bad if I didn’t pick Mana-Fortified Resilience as my passive.

I have already tried Mana Regulator, but as expected, it doesn’t work on that. The thing only regulates the amount of mana the kinetic heart is getting.

Another round of Active Tempering maybe? That doesn’t sound like a good idea. I am still getting used to my expanded mana pool, and attempting to use it to temper my body could result in unfortunate consequences—by “unfortunate,” I mean actively untempering my body out of existence.

“Natssandra, any ideas?”

“How did you call me?” the fleshy brooch asks threateningly.

“Lissthaniel, finally accept it, your imprint is imperfect and somehow you ended up affected by my personality. Real-fake-Lissandra would tear me apart multiple times already and wouldn’t act so… inelegantly.” She was a psycho, but a formidable one.

“It was the first time I have ever tried to create an imprint. Some… imperfections… are to be expected. But little pup, I really dislike the tone you are using while talking to me.”

“I dislike that you killed Ruby, I dislike you throwing me into tunnels, so get used to it.”

“Little pup, did you seriously get attached to that fake? Ruby was just a shadow of her real self that is most likely dead for millennia. She would disappear the moment all of you left. Her dying by my hand is mercy in comparison to her just disappearing.”

Again, she and her twisted logic. Yes, there is some truth to that, but I don’t have to like it.

“This tutorial, this place. Nothing here is real. So do not let emotions get in your way. Kill who you need to kill, use people, throw them away. Steal, pillage, cheat. Get as strong as possible. That’s what you should be doing. Without a speck of regret and without any hesitation.”

For a moment, depressing silence fills the room.

“Do not let useless emotions get in your way,” the brooch finishes, and this time I don’t know if it’s the part that is Lissandra talking or the part that is affected by me.

“What I do will be decided by me and me only. But enough of that. Any ideas on how to deal with high mana, low constitution?” I answer her.

It takes just a moment, but I feel a single thin thread of mana reach towards me, touch me, and disappear, and that’s all it takes for her to get enough information.

“Usually I would recommend slowly increasing your mana, but right now it’s too late for that. Looking at your level of mana mastery, there are three options: Mana Venting, Mana Cycling, and Harmonic Resonance.” Lissandra then pauses for a moment, “Mana Cycling might be the right one for you.”

I then sit there quietly and listen to her explanations, once again feeling like cheating. As if other people are playing a game normally, and I’m reading advanced guides.

But hey, I will take whatever I can. Looking at the rewards I got, I think the next time I enter Beyond, it will be much more dangerous. Also, it’s not like Hell became easy immediately. As before, there are always easier ways to clear a floor, and then there are some harder ones that are more rewarding when it comes to levels. I don’t even have to mention which ones I prefer.

Anyways, Mana Cycling, to dumb it down, I just need to cycle mana through my body.

But that sounds too easy! Some people might think, and I would totally agree with them. Mana already flows through my body, and well, isn’t that the problem? How would more mana flowing through my body help?

Well, as Natssandra says, control is key. Right now, mana is flowing inside me like a river - after the increase, and I have to control it, tame it if you will.

The main problem is that my mana is higher than my body can handle and I keep on going only because quite a big chunk of my mana gets taken away by Reinforcement and the rest is used through my newest passive to strengthen it. I blame the inferior constitution stat, which always holds me down.

But yeah, with Mana Cycling, I would regulate that flow, slow down my heartbeat, and throttle some mana.

Another step would be finding the best route through my body and guiding mana through stronger pathways.

Cycling mana through my body on my own would also increase the efficiency of passive tempering, and together with infusing my body with mana, it would make my body stronger faster.

So yeah, on the surface, Mana Cycling might just look like letting mana flow. But really, it’s about taking control, guiding the flow, training my body, and managing the pressure. Not just letting mana flow however it wants, but doing it on my own. It’s something I instinctively did on my own, but this will take it a step further.

It requires a lot of work. I need to have some part of my mind cycle that mana to the point where I get used to it so much it becomes as easy as breathing.

Another and the most annoying part is learning about mana pathways and a bit of their anatomy.

The heck? That feels like… studying? Even in a hellish tutorial, I’m not safe, and I thought I was done with it after finishing school.

 







 

Many hours later, I leave and Lissaniel stays behind. I still refuse to touch that thing so it stays on the floor of the house.

After returning to the hideout, I just lie down and stare at the ceiling.

Should I just give up? A little bit of mana running through my body can’t be that bad; I’m used to worse, right?

Damn it, I hate studying, and even more when Lissandra is so goddamn annoying. I never met a teacher like her. “No, you can’t move your mana like this. Why didn’t you remember this pathway? I’ve seen animals with better mana control. Your control is trash.”

The more I talk with her, the more I separate my image of her from the Lissandra I saw destroy the world. This Lissandra, made from my hand, is just not her, even if she bears some similarities and knowledge.

Now that I think about it, since she took something after me, isn’t that telling a bit? Me being so annoyed by her personality… such self-disses are quite rare.

As always, when I’m in such a mood, Biscuit comes running. This time not even using mana arms. He just wobbles on his short legs, woofs at me, and puts his head on my chest.

Such a good boy.

I start petting him immediately, and he closes his eyes, and his tail slowly moves from side to side.

Should I have Biscuit eat Lissthaniel? Knowing the doggo, he might absorb all her skills and knowledge to rise up as the first absolute from the Earth.

“…”

Okay, that is too scary; let’s not do that.

In revenge for making me think such scary thoughts, I pull his cheek, still keeping some part of my mind focused on dealing with my mana and awkwardly trying to cycle it.

While I’m laying down, another little body sneaks closer, lies next to me, puts her small head on my chest, and snuggles closer.

“What are you doing, Isabella?” I ask.

“I had a fight with Sophie,” the little girl says, her mouth pouting.

Oh my, she is using her full name instead of “Soph”; it must be serious. Still, it’s not my problem, so I just stay quiet.

“You’re not going to ask me why?” Isabella complains.

“No,” I answer simply. Knowing her, I’m sure she will tell me anyway. I spent enough time with her on the third floor to know that.

“I keep telling her to go and become friends with you, but she keeps refusing,” she says.

As I thought, and what the heck, Izzy?

“You are strong, so we will be safer if we become friends.” Isabella continues.

That’s so shameless. Then, even without me answering, little Isabella continues to talk. I don’t even have to talk, and she just reads my mood or emotions or whatever she does and reacts to that. It’s something I got used to, and even though it’s a bit annoying that she can read me, it’s not that bad because it’s a little girl that holds such ability.

“It’s not like we would bring you nothing! We would be friends, so we could help you. Sophie is strong, and so am I!” Isabella defends her idea.

I pet Biscuit and still don’t say anything, just letting her read me.

“We are not as strong as you, but… but…” she quiets down, and her eyes become a bit wet, the little girl seemingly close to crying.

But I know her! She is too devious; I know crocodile tears when I see them!

Getting a read on my reaction, she just sighs and stands up quickly. 

Her tears are gone as if they never existed, and the little aspiring actress just points at me, “You will become friends with Sophie!” she stomps her small leg and then points at Biscuit, “And I will take the doggo from you!” she stomps again, and this time I notice she is even more serious.

The little girl then turns around and rushes back to her sister.

So that’s it, the great Biscuit war has started. I did receive the official challenge, and now it’s up to me to defend this burrito-like doggo.

I turn and look at Biscuit, who just continues blinking slowly, unbothered at all. The best doggo of the third floor then yawns, and before he closes his mouth, I put my finger into his mouth, and he bites on it gently as he closes it.

He blinks again, this time with a hint of surprise.

You are mine.

            


Chapter 160 -  There’s no way


                So, a person would think that my passive would fully take care of my mana, right? Its description goes like this: Mana-Fortified Resilience (Rare) - The user’s resilience strengthens with their current mana reserves, boosting resistance to physical strain, and also enhancing resistance to various energies.

What a bunch of crap!

The passive most likely doesn’t negate the effect of too high mana fully, it might be because it’s of too low rarity. Sure, it helps a lot, and when I cycle my mana as Lissthaniel showed me, I don’t even have to waste [Focus] on holding it back.

As always, I blame the system and send a rude message to BenDover in the Community. He seems to be getting used to it and answers just as rudely. The guy doesn’t know how petty I am.

I’m able to wait years for the right chance so it doesn’t matter if the Community Tournament happens only every 4 years like the Olympic games or once per year. I will wait and then… huhu.

But dealing with my increased mana also reminds me of my other passive that is helping me with it. Mana Flow (rare), the passive I got from my Mana Channeler class together with the active skill [Mana Surge].

At the start, I was quite happy with it but as more time passed, I start feeling quite disappointed. The class needs a serious upgrade to be viable. Lately, I almost do not use Surge as I can do something similar on my own and the passive doesn’t even feel that strong anymore.

Plus, I didn’t even get a sniff of a sub-class. As I told Tess before, I think the sub-class is something we get after reaching the 4th floor. As for an upgrade or new Primary class, I think we will get it at level 150. That’s when we will turn from one question mark to two question marks. Isn’t that quite cool?

We also have already moved beyond the wall and our camp is a beautiful grassy field with white trees that have golden leaves. The stream of water nearby is the reason we keep staying here. People continue to bathe in it daily and we drink water to the point our bellies are bulging.

The only time we leave is to hunt some sparrows. The past few days were peaceful. We continue to keep a watch all the time, but there is not a single monster here after we killed the undead ones so we take it easy and restore our energy before we get ready to move beyond the blue wall that is ahead of us.

“You are thinking again? You should be paying more attention to your surroundings,” Tess says, but I can hear in her voice that she doesn’t mean it that much.

“That’s why you are here. But anyway, how is it going?”

“You would have known if you didn’t spend most of your time somewhere beyond the white wall,” Tess pokes me slightly, “But it’s going pretty well. Sophie is trusting me a bit more now, Maya still listens to me,” she pauses, “that also reminds me that you could give Maya a few pointers with [Focus] and [Armament].”

“I don’t think she would like it.”

“I can talk her into it, don’t worry. Lately, she is quite cooperative so I don’t think it would be a bad idea to help her a bit if you are willing to.”

I continue to look down at the grassy green fields. We are both sitting on a skyscraper-like tall white wall, our legs dangling from the edge. The view is beautiful. A stunning, almost fable-like area down there creates a sharp contrast with the permanently cloudy weather and the ruined city behind the wall.

To answer Tess’s question, I just nod. It shouldn’t be too annoying to spend a few hours helping Maya out. I trust that Tess knows what she is doing and I need to help once in a while since she is dealing with this annoying stuff.

“Hadwin is also quite cooperative, he helps me a lot and he is good at dealing with Kim, Aaron, and Dennis. You could give him some pointers as well,” Tess says carefully.

“Oi, I’m already helping Kim and Lily and you added Maya to that. Just tell Kim to shoot rocks at Hadwin and tell Hadwin to defend with his [Strengthening]. But tell him to only use it at places where the rocks are going to hit him and not on his entire body. Or you can keep throwing him off the wall until he is able to strengthen himself enough to not get any wounds.”

What am I, a teacher? I can observe them a bit more and help them when I want to learn their skills or something, but right now I’m too busy with Lissthaniel, my mana, preparing for another construct. I barely even hunt.

“I will do that, but Lily is also a bit of a problem. After you talked with her she is a bit more open and spends some time with other girls, but she keeps asking where you are. I guess you know the reason.” Tess’s eyebrows lift up as she looks at me.

“It’s fine, she will get over it,” I answer.

“Nat, she saw you explode two people in front of her while you laughed, yet she still continues to look at you like you are a prince on a white horse. I don’t think she will get over it.”

Dang it.

“Can’t you add her to your harem?” I ask.

“Nat…”

“Okay, okay. Maybe I can start burping in front of her, eating with my mouth open, and slurping loudly when I drink.”

“The hell, that’s so childish,” Tess puts a hand in front of her mouth and quietly giggles, “well for now it’s not too big of a problem so we can leave it as it is.”

Good, if we ignore it long enough, it will solve itself. That’s how it works.

Right?

 







 

“Little pup, are you dumb or something? It’s obvious that the attribute upgrade is as strong as it is. You can only ever upgrade a single attribute. I think you underestimate the importance of that,” Natssandra says, ” and most people get their attribute upgrade around level 150.”

I move a bit closer, still cycling my mana, and listen as the brooch made of meat speaks. Actually… maybe I could call her sausage? Don’t people throw whatever into the mixer and create a sausage out of it? This is slightly similar.

“You have only 4 attributes, and each attribute has the same 3 possible upgrades for everyone. Every upgrade then has 3 stages. That’s basic. For example, the mana attribute has Amplification, Restoration, and Potency. I went with Potency and got to stage 2, really close to stage 3. You went for Amplification and reached the 1st stage.”

Or maybe she’s more of a meatball? There are some of my bones in it, so that’s not as fitting.

“The strength upgrade, for example, has these options: Intensity, Efficiency, and Momentum. So, as I said, you take that creature you call a dog, put it near a firestone you set for half efficiency, and let it cook for ten…”

“Hey, what the heck!”

“Oh, so you are paying attention. I had a feeling you were ignoring me,” Lissandra says.

“Obviously, I’m listening. ” She’s giving out some free information - useful free information. I need to get as much as possible before the system decides it’s enough. For now, it seems like we either haven’t gone beyond what the system judges as acceptable, or it just straight-up doesn’t detect her. Either way, good for me.

The reason might also be that she’s made out of my left hand and bears some of my personality. At this point, I don’t even know if it was the original fake Lissandra’s intention or just a lucky mistake.

Lissanthaniel then continues, and I listen carefully.

 







 

When I open Beyond Community, it still shows that only three out of ten people are in there. Also, Savant is in the chat.

Savant -If you wanted to act as if you were dead, you should have told Grumpy to keep her mouth shut.

Oh, dang it, Lily.

Savant -So how did you like Beyond’s first trial?

Noname -What happened? Aren’t you friendlier right now? Will you ask something from me in the next message?

Savant - As if. I just think if we start talking here a bit more, the third guy will join. I think he’s one of the 13. Well, now, 10 people that didn’t use the community up until now.

Noname -Or he/she is someone that started in Beyond the same way we started Hell.

Savant -Even you should know how impossible that is.

Noname - This would be an interesting thought.

Savant -You wanted to say scary.

Noname - Yes, yes.

After a few more messages, I close the window and think about what I said, then just shake my head. There’s no way someone started in Beyond.

Then, while sitting and leaning against the tree, I look at the remaining members of group 4 who stand in a circle, all of them looking down at the fleshy, and in my opinion, quite a gross item on the ground.

Yep, I just took Lissandra from her home, the dusty floor of a nearly ruined house, and let her touch some grass. I also introduced her to the others, so no one can complain that I left a thousands-of-year-old grandma in a house alone and without any company.

“Are these finger bones?”

“I see some veins, and this looks like a fingernail?”

“…so disgusting.”

“Take it away…”

“Isabella, can you burn…”

Hadwin splits from the group and stops in front of me, and I look up at him, still leaning against the tree while sitting on the ground. It’s quite nice.

“Nathaniel, what the fuck,” the older man says.
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Chapter 161 -  Giving a little push


                That’s quite a rude thing to say, Haddy. I just introduced you to the mighty Absolute – a woman with the ability to mess with the system and thousands of years of experience. Yet, you’re talking about burning her and asking me a question with such a rude tone?

When I met her in her new form, I showed her the utmost respect, and…. hey, Izzy, what are you doing? Are you seriously going to burn her?

I quickly stand up and disrupt Isabella’s mana which has already started turning into flames.

That was close.

“It’s creepy!” the little girl complains.

“You can’t burn stuff only because they are slightly creepy.” I look at now-silent Lissthaniel – an oval brooch made out of meat, skin, veins, and some hair – the thing is living and slightly pulsating. 

Damn, maybe we really should burn… no no! I have to hold myself back.

“There is no need to be so creeped out. Say hello to Lissandra. Some of you have met her on the second floor. An older gray-haired lady who collected so many of us.”

Just saying that makes plenty of them remember, and from the looks on their faces, it didn’t make them any happier.

So, I quickly give them a short description and warn them multiple times to not come too close to her and never ever touch her. They can learn a thing or two and if they are dumb enough to ignore my warnings they won’t last that long anyway. 

I leave them to play with Lissandra while I move a bit further from them.

Obviously, Lissandra isn’t too happy about all of that and is mostly silent, but I’m sure she will open up! It’s nice to make some friends. I’m also sure she will get super annoyed seeing them practice their skills and will offer a rude bit of advice or two.

That’s the reason why I took her with me – it’s totally not because it would be too annoying to try to hide her, yup, totally not that.

“Are you sure it’s safe to have her around?” Tess asks as she moves closer. I can feel her mana constantly monitoring Lissandra even as she talks to me.

“Yeah, I thought it over for the past few days, and I really think she can’t do anything drastic. Her mana is low; she is limited by the system and unable to take over our minds or bodies. She can at most attack us.” I pause. “She could kill some of us even with as low mana as she has, but I don’t think she will do that.”

Lissandra and I are similar, and even more so now that her imprint became somehow affected by me.

Obviously, I can’t be absolutely sure. I know that I would try to cling to my life even to the point of breaking an agreement we have, but she knows the moment she tries something and I notice it, our deal is off. And she has a really strong impulse to fulfill her mission of giving me coordinates and making me stronger to be able to reach the real Lissandra. 

I noticed that in the past few days while talking to her. It’s as if the imprint’s base is its mission and everything else is secondary, even to the point of changing her behavior.

“Just in case, don’t allow anyone to touch her. I’ll be the only one moving her. Also, no one is allowed to talk to her one on one; there always needs to be you, or Hadwin present; otherwise, there will be consequences.” I say the last part out loud, making sure everyone hears.

“Sophie can talk to Lissandra only when I’m around, okay?” I add and get multiple reactions that I already ignore, and then turn back to Tess.

“Does it sound reasonable?” I ask her, and after a bit of thinking, she nods.

“You don’t seem to be affected by her, and everything you said is somewhat logical, so it’s fine,” Tess says, and both of us fall silent while looking at our group still gathered around the brooch, talking to Lissandra, who barely talks.

“Nathaniel?” another quiet voice sounds as Lily joins me and Tess. Her eyes flick between me and tall, athletic blonde Tess.

“Yup?” Am I not getting super popular? So many people want to talk to me.

“I think I noticed something weird,” she pauses and then takes a deep breath, “I think there is some weird healing effect the closer we get to the blue wall,” another pause, “it’s not strong right now, but I can feel it. It’s similar to my skill but weaker.”

Oh my, so the natives were right? The closer to the middle of the city, the stronger the healing effect is, and near the absolute middle, it will be to the point of making people immortal?

“It might be the saint’s field we heard about, but it’s hard to imagine how powerful the saint must be to be able to cover such a big area, even though the effect is weaker at the edges,” Tess says.

“Yes! It’s super strong, I think. Maybe it’s some item? You have a rare javelin from Nathaniel, Tess,” for a moment, her eyes glance at me, and the look in her eyes is hard to translate, and she quickly looks back at Tess. “Maybe there is an item with a much higher rarity that is creating the field? I can’t imagine her doing that constantly.”

“She could be. It wouldn’t be that hard for someone of a high level to have a high-rarity passive skill that radiates a healing aura. Or she could have something that constantly drains some of her mana and, with the help of her healing skill, radiates it. It could be an item, it could be a tattoo or a construct. There are plenty of ways.”

“Oh…” Lily says only that much.

She seems a bit down, so as I stand up, I compliment Lily for noticing the strengthening healing field closer to the blue wall. She smiles at me brightly while glancing at Tess. It all seems as if she is challenging Tess to say something or trying to show off in front of the older blonde girl.

I keep forgetting, but Lily should be close to eighteen years old. Of course, there are plenty of useless thoughts going through her head.

Having a feeling that she will cause some trouble in the future because of that, I flick her forehead preemptively before leaving her behind with Tess.

I take only a few steps and ignore Natssandra on the ground, stopping in front of the dark-skinned, athletic Maya. She is around 25, isn’t she? She surely won’t be as childish as others and cause me any problems.

“Tess asked me to give you a few pointers,” I point at the small clearing some distance away. “Let’s go there.”

I notice that she enters her [Focus], which is much lower leveled than mine and possibly with different upgrades. Maya then nods and follows me, and as we walk, I notice that she is getting ready – stretching a bit, warming up her muscles. I can hear her breathing rhythmically as she tries to calm herself down and get ready.

When we finally stop, I notice that Kim is also nearby, and the boy waves at me, smiling apologetically. Behind him, two dipshi… twins are as well, watching, but the two of them avoid my gaze and look everywhere else.

I spend a few seconds staring at them, and in the end, I realize they aren’t using [Connection] at all to talk amongst themselves. At least they learned that I don’t like it.

Then Lily joined as well, increasing our audience to four people.

Dang it.

For a moment, I just want to send them all away, but all of them are super quiet, barely looking at us and further away from us. They are not even moving and barely breathing, and I don’t feel them using mana.

It’s almost cute how hard they are trying to not bother me but still want to watch.

“Okay! Fine. Just watch, you little twerps, but remember that it will cost you,” I say, and they still do not move, only nod.

I turn to Maya while taking off my jacket. The third floor is still cold, so warm clothes from the system are something all of us have. They are warm but not as comfortable to move in.

After putting the jacket down, I start rolling up the long sleeves of my shirt until they are at my elbows. As I do so, I am once again reminded of the striking white paleness of my left arm, the same paleness Lily’s restored left arm has.

I give Maya a bit of time, and she does the same, and soon both of us stand there observing each other.

[Focus], [Armament]. These are two skills both of us have; no one else from the group has them. I didn’t give it much thought up until now, but Maya surely started with some nice skills. If it’s as we think and we got offered skills that fit us the best, she can become really strong, which is also confirmed by the system throwing her into Hell difficulty.

“Focus more and do not move,” I tell her, and she listens, once again without any words. The way her eyes calmly track me looks eery to the point it’s almost creepy.

Is this how I look to others when having my [Focus] running nearly constantly?

I stop in front of her and I notice her body twitching, getting ready to spring up anytime and fight back.

“Do not move,” I say to her, and finally, a knife forms in my hand, the knife I lift up and start slowly moving the tip towards her neck. I also enter [Focus], and I can see her breathing change; her chest starts moving faster, and the blood pulses vividly as it passes through her veins. She clenches her hand as well, but she is not moving. I reach out and observe her mana and realize that she is moving it through her body, ready to strengthen it at any moment.

“[Focus],” I repeat. I move my hand with the dagger a bit closer and then instead of using it I push her with the other hand. The entire time her eyes were glued to the dagger made of pale blue mana.

“Fuck, how can I [Focus] when you are about to stab me?!” Maya says as she slips out of her skill.

Wow, isn’t this really awkward? Wasn’t my [Focus] better on the first floor? Tess was right; Maya really needs a bit of help. How the heck can you waste such skill and use it so badly and get so easily scared by the dagger to the point of focusing only on it?

“Okay, change of plans, Kim, get your ass over here,” I say.

Kim immediately steps closer, seemingly even happy to be part of it.

“You will take some smaller stones and will be shooting them at Maya while I spar with her. Only avoid her eyes; everything else is fine,” I say, and that makes him hesitate a bit. So I add, “Can you do it?”

As if these are magical words, he immediately nods, and I turn back to Maya, the knife in my hand transforming into something looking like a stick.

I guess I will have to give her a bit of a push. I’m sure she will appreciate it… one day.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    The time I was worried about has come: character popularity poll!



                



Chapter 162 - Because of unexpected occurrences


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I’m ashamed to say it, but in the last character popularity poll, my MC was destroyed by a cute burrito-shaped corgi. What a day.

Anyway, there’s a new poll, this time without Biscuit (the true MC), Nat, and Tess who finished 3rd. You can pick 3 options.



                

                “So you beat Maya, and that helped her improve?”

“Yup.”

“Why do you sound so proud, Nathaniel?”

“Tess, look, we improved her [Focus] by three levels. She’s also more used to getting hit, so she’s not twitching every time something touches her.”

“Nat, she came to me, nearly crying, asking me to stop you.”

“Wow, does she have no pride? She’s like 5 years older than you.” I shake my head.

“It’s also terrifying that her skill went up by three levels. I know how much she hates it, so what did you do?” Tess asks.

“She is dumb, anyway, it wasn’t that hard. I just sparred with her and had Kim shoot some small stones at her. It helped her get used to getting hit and I kept doing that until she didn’t have any other option than to enter deeper [Focus] to… to escape.”

“I know that you probably know best how [Focus] works, so I won’t stop you.” even saying that Tess shakes her head.

“Good! You know, it’s actually more fun… it’s more productive than I thought! I can observe her and the way she uses her skills. To be honest, I expected her to be much worse, but she’s not that bad, and the way she uses her skills is quite interesting.”

“Why don’t you put her against someone more on her level and only give her advice? Maybe Lily?” Tess asks.

“Oh, no, no, no. Nope. Totally no. Lily would tear her apart.”

“… really?”

“Yup, if you aren’t careful, Lily might get to Beyond earlier than you. Did you know that that silly girl already reached level 75 and used her upgrade token on a difficulty change token? She said she knew what I used it on the moment she got the quest.”

“That might complicate things. Do you think she can clear it?”

“You might laugh at me, but I think she will be able to do it when she is closer to level 140, maybe 150? Her [Disintegration] and [Rejuvenation] are super, and I mean really super good skills. Damn, if I had them, I would bulldoze through the floors.”

“What level were you when you entered Beyond?” After a short pause, Tess asks.

Hoho, competitive, aren’t you?

“114, but multiple skills over 30. Right now, I am 124.” I give her a short moment to take it in and ask, “What level are you, Tess?”

“102,” she says shortly, but I can see that she is still thinking.

At this point, I’m sure she will enter Beyond the moment she fulfills all the requirements, even though combining two skills might be the most difficult one, so she might have to wait a bit.

“How do you like the body upgrade?” I ask her.

“Oh? That? It’s as you said. I need less food and water, and I also don’t sleep as much. Other effects are less noticeable, but even that is pretty amazing.”

“Fair enough, the javelin I gave you?”

To that, she turns around and looks at the javelin that constantly hovers near her, even as we talk. The tip is pointing at the sky, and the gray metal shines ominously as it quietly floats near her. Tess is constantly keeping control of the weapon and making it float and follow her anywhere she moves.

At this point, it doesn’t even seem to take that much focus from her. As I did, she also got used to her skills to the point it’s not much of a problem to keep some running constantly.

“It’s extremely durable and works surprisingly well with my lightning,” another javelin moves a bit closer. It’s an uncommon one she found here on the third floor. Similarly to the rare one made out of endurium that I gave her, it floats near her.

Not gonna lie. Tess looks extremely capable and cool, having two javelins constantly floating near her and doing all the fighting, talking, and other stuff without showing any trouble keeping the weapons floating.

“Your dagger?”

To her question, I look at the obsidian dagger in my hand. The one I took from the goblin in Beyond’s first trial.

“I like it. I already learned to strengthen its effect a bit by infusing my mana into it. There is a limit to how much mana I can infuse, but it flows through the dagger quite nicely, and the waste is lower than when I create a weapon from scratch.”

I then move the dagger and cut my arm a bit while activating the dagger’s effect, and I feel poison enter my body, immediately starting to limit my mana regeneration and making it harder for me to control my mana.

It’s good training, if I have to say.

The goal is to strengthen myself against any disruptive bullshit as much as possible.

First, I will improve my hold over mana with Mana cycling Lissandra showed me. Then I will make it harder to do with the help of the dagger and by releasing some passives bit by bit until I’m fully capable of controlling my mana even without the help of the passives.

The next step is to practice [Resonance]. If my theory is right, I should be capable of changing the frequency of my mana into a frequency that would be different from a disruptive attack on my mana.

The theory behind it is difficult, and even Natssandra told me to put my mind to more useful stuff during one of our lessons, but hey, it’s worth a try.

 







 

I stare down at the Alghoul that is held by four mana arms that reach out from behind my back and hold the monster in place two steps away from me. The monster continues to wiggle and try to get away while biting at me.

Its flames continuously try to corrode and melt my mana. An interesting ability Alghouls have, yet my mana is way too much for the poor guy that is barely level 100.

Yet, I continue to observe the green flames that continue to try to attack my mana arms.

At some point, I weaken one of the arms and watch the flames bite into it in an effect that is similar to [Disruption]. If I had to say, it feels like flames that are combined with [Disruption].

I quite like that, I like that a lot.

What if I cover my flames with a similar effect? Any dumbass fighting against me would get his face melted off by the flames that he thought his mana barrier and skills would stop.

Heheh.

Sounds good!

It’s not something life-changing, obviously. For me, it’s not a problem to disrupt opponents’ mana and then use flames, but the constant pressure the flames could offer is nice, meanwhile, I use [Resonance] mostly in short bursts.

One of my mana arms moves and tears off the Alghoul’s arms, the left one, obviously. If I have to suffer with my cursed constantly broken and injured left arm, so will this monster!

As mana flows, the flames change the way they move, and their effect changes too as they start flickering around the place where I tore the arm off and start restoring it.

To that, I take a step closer and continue to observe the entire process while ignoring the monster that constantly tries to bite me, its teeth snapping close to my face.

This skill is too different from Lily’s, so I hoped that I would be able to observe something, but even after a few days of bullying… of observing the guy, I didn’t find anything. It feels as if there is something I’m missing, and it’s starting to annoy me.

No matter how much I have Lily to help me, or how much I observe Hadwin’s weaker healing skill or the monsters around, I’m unable to replicate it.

It feels like there is something else at play, something that I’m unaware of.

Whatever!

A notification sounds as four mana arms tear apart and kill the monster, and with a strong pulse of [Resonance], I stop it from restoring.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -I will owe whatever to whoever helps me learn a healing or regenerating skill.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Look who’s talking! Just pick a healing trait or passive skill, lol.

Oh boy, do not remind me of missing out on them because of… unexpected occurrences, yup.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) -You have Grumpy, don’t you?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Yes, he has (,,> ᴗ <,,)

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Wow, Noname really wants to dump the poor girl! Grumpy, never ever teach him how to heal. He won’t need you then and will leave you behind!

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -He wouldn’t do that!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Probably, but don’t you want to be absolutely sure? No one knows what this mana maniac is thinking about.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -Oh… that’s…

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Oi, do you want to get beaten, Brainiac?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -I’m not scared of you! At this point, I’m sure the community tournament will never start, and it’s not like I will meet you anywhere else.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - You will end up begging him to forgive you the moment the system announces the tournament.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Yup!

What a jerk.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Oh look, Biscuit came here! Who’s a good boy!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -FOOD!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yes, yes, you are!

I close the community at that moment.

Okay, the healing would be nice to have, but currently, my constructs and passives, especially the reinforcement construct and Mana-Fortified Resilience, take a huge chunk of my mana and transfer it to body strengthening. It’s at the point it almost isn’t funny.

I’m sure my body is most likely more durable than Hadwin’s when he activates his [Strengthening]. And then when I use Symbiotic Transference, the upgrade of [Redistribution], and use [Mana Infusion], as well, my body becomes strong to a terrifying degree.

Yup, with all of these things considered, I’m sure I could take on someone a few levels higher than me and focused on a melee build. That offers me multiple options, yet this one is secondary.

I delve deep into myself and observe my mana which is now, after an attribute upgrade, higher than ever. I reach out towards it, and it reacts to my thought and starts moving and circling the way I want. It strengthens my body, fuels my skills, exits my body, and changes shape as I want it to. Even with my passive and construct eating up so much of it, there is still plenty of it left.

So, it’s time for another construct. Just one more before we gather some supplies and move beyond the blue wall and finally finish this floor.

The construct I will create will be something that increases control over my mana in case someone tries to disrupt it or take it. Something that will help me to keep it and won’t allow any interference I won’t agree with.

And to do that, I will combine my experience with disrupting mana and my newest skill - [Resonance].

I already have the structure in mind.

            


Chapter 163 - 4th construct


                “You can’t hurt Soph!”

“I’m not going to hurt her.”

“Lies, you really want to punch her every time you see her,” the little girl squeaks at me while looking like an angry kitten.

Damn, Izzy, you are getting better and better at reading me. The problem is that your skill works with so little mana it’s hard to block it. To be honest, it’s quite fascinating.

“Do you need something from me?” Sophie says from behind little Isabella, who covers her older sister with her small body.

“I need you for a bit of testing,” I say to her, and that makes her lift up one of her eyebrows in surprise. She thinks about it for a second and then taps the shoulder of her sister.

“Izzy, why don’t you go and play with Biscuit?” Sophie says.

That finally makes Izzy hesitate a bit, and her defensive stance weakens, “I need to protect you! You are too dumb to do it on your own, Soph!”

That makes a gentle smile appear on Sophie’s face, and she hugs Isabella from behind and gives her a small peck on her cheek, to which the little kid giggles, “It’s fine, Izzy, I don’t think he will hurt me without any reason, and you should feel it too, right?”

Isabella then looks at me and back at Sophie and sighs.

“Fine! But I will hate you if you do something!” she shouts at me before she heads towards where I saw Biscuit resting.

“Biscuit!” Isabella shouts, and then I hear a short, almost surprised sounding bark, and I see four human-like arms made of mana appear that start moving creepily. The doggo immediately tries to escape, just a moment after being woken up.

“Yes! Let’s play catch!” the little girl says.

Oh, Izzy, I don’t think he is playing. It looks more like he is escaping.

“So what was it?” Sophie asks. Her eyes are surprisingly calm as she looks at me.

I sit down and gesture for her to do the same, “It’s quite simple. I will show you something, and I want you to check for mistakes with your [Manipulation].”

“I’m surprised you are asking me, why don’t you ask Lissandra for help? She seems to quite like you.”

“I don’t trust her,” it’s as simple as that. I do not trust Lissandra. Sure, I will take some advice from her, and improve my skills, and handling of mana, but I do not want her to mess with my constructs, not at all.

I believe she could give me some really deep knowledge, and improve them so much I would become much stronger. It’s just that constructs are changes to my body. Circuits I barely understand at my present level. Who knows what a mess she could cause. Maybe she would be able to leave seeds of her imprint. Maybe she would be able to work around the system limiting her.

“Lissandra is out of the question when it comes to this,” I say once more.

“I see. So why me?” This time Sophie seems to be slightly curious.

“You are the best one after me when it comes to manipulating mana. It’s simple as that.”

“And you trust me to be more reliable than Lissandra?”

“Nope, I just know I can handle you and that I’m much stronger than you. I can also notice your tampering.”

“That’s quite rude.” Even saying that Sophie doesn’t seem to mind.

“Yup, so will you do it?” I ask her.

“As if I have any choice. But yes, I will do it if it means getting on your good side,” she confirms.

“Good! Now, look at this mana stone. I etched a temporary construct inside it. It doesn’t work right now, but that’s fine. I just want you to check it and tell me if there are some messed-up parts.”

When I give her the mana stone, she takes it carefully, and while still looking at me, she infuses it with her mana and then turns her full attention to it.

One minute.

Two minutes.

A sweat starts appearing on her forehead.

“T-this is crazy,” she sighs, and when she looks at me, her eyes are full of emotion that is hard to read, “This is straight-up modifying your body. You would mess with your Mana Heart, and a mistake would affect it in a way that is hard to predict. You could easily end up constantly disrupting your mana flow.”

“It’s fine, I will deal with it somehow.”

“This is not your first time; you already modified your body.” Sophie says, remembering, “So you surely realize how crazily dangerous it is.”

“Yes, yes. Now look at this thing,” I put my hands on her and send my mana inside the mana stone, “Look at this and this part, they are the ones I’m worried about the most.”

Her hand twitches slightly as I touch her, but then she also focuses her attention on the stone.

“They seem fine to me. I would be more worried about this part that should be connected to your Mana Heart. It’s all weird.” She squints her eyes a little bit while saying that.

“Oh, ignore that, it’s fine. My heart is kind of weird. So how about this part?”

A short silence and I feel her mana moving through the stone. Her [Manipulation], is a skill including all kinds of manipulations. Manipulation of mana, manipulation of mana flow, manipulation of the body. The skill offers her some perspective I might not have.

I can probably do it without her; hell, I’m sure of it. But I want to be absolutely sure. Especially after the last time I tried to create a construct and nearly ended up the way undead Winnie did.

“I think you are right; this one is a bit weird. I don’t have enough knowledge to say exactly what, but my skills make me feel that something isn’t good with it.” She points at the pathway and then at two more. “These ones are weird as well, it feels as if they are too ‘sharp‘?”

Oh? Interesting. I reach in and examine them as well, then I make a few small changes and send a tiny bit of my mana through them. I do notice a slight difference; the mana flows more naturally.

“This one is weird as well,” Sophie says and points to another one. Even though she lacks the knowledge, her skill offers her some insight into this.

Then to test her, I make a mistake; I change one pathway in a way that would surely kill me if I went with it. It’s a barely noticeable change, something I could easily miss. Then I watch her.

She examines the construct and finds the pathway I changed. It takes her a few seconds, and she notices the mistake immediately, saying, “Oh, this needs to be changed again. It seems super dangerous,” as she continues to examine another part while I fix it.

After I fix it, she goes back to it and checks again, saying, “It seems fine now.”

“I see,” I say shortly.

We then continue for a few more hours, and Sophie is a great help. She points out a few more things and gives me more warnings. Stuff like: “A single mistake can kill you” or “I would not do that,” or my favorite: “You shouldn’t just go on and modify your body just a few months after getting mana.”

No, you totally should. You can totally do it successfully as well! And I will do it for other people! My next construct will be for Hadwin. The older man doesn’t know it yet, but I’m sure he would agree.

Just imagine, a bunch of people that I will strengthen with my constructs. By doing that, I will gain some experience and have them deal with annoying stuff like looking for food and water, killing weaker monsters, and building hideouts so I can focus on my own training and strengthening.

Sounds good to me.

But first, I check on Lissandra, making sure others keep their distance from her. During past few days she has already given a few good pieces of advice, and the one who spends the most time with her is Hadwin.

Just to make sure, I observe him and the brooch for an hour and do not notice a thing, not a single whiff of mana from Lissandra and only some mana from Hadwin who continues to test his skills. I examine him a bit more, but I don’t notice anything.

Seems fine. Now then, back to my construct!

I go to the place on top of the white wall where I get into position. Tess keeps a watch nearby. I close my eyes, putting my attention on my body and my heart.The process this time won’t be as long or painful. I already have the design in mind, and I remember it, so I just need to repeat it on my body.

My [Focus] consolidates, and the world around me disappears from my mind. I only see my body, my pathways, and my heart that beats quietly intertwined with a web of mana that creates kinetic energy when I wish it to.

I am prepared. I’ve checked multiple times, so there’s no time to hesitate. I immediately start working, and time doesn’t matter anymore as I modify my body with the help of [Mana Manipulation] and [Mana Infusion]. This part takes the longest, but slowly and surely, the construct is prepared.

Then I test it more, send some mana through, and examine the changes, not wanting the last time I did it to repeat. Everything feels right.

The construct is the most difficult I’ve ever created, and there are some parts where I’m not even sure how it works, so I’m only led by my instincts and my skills, with the help of all my testing.

[Resonance] activates to make the final changes, and it’s ready as I connect it to my heart. First, mana starts flowing through it, and the construct slowly comes to life. The construct covers my entire body and affects my mana flow. And not only that, but it also affects my heart.

As many times before, I realize how crazy this kind of modification is, but I still push forward. This construct is something I need and something I will continue to improve in the future. 

I do it because there are situations I do not want to repeat.

Finally, the notification sounds, and I check the text.

 

Congratulations, you have created your fourth Construct. The name will be kept as such and will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills. Well done!

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (construct): A protective mantle seamlessly integrated with the user’s mana heart and body. Solely designed to prevent external influences from disrupting or hijacking the user’s mana flow.

            


Chapter 164 - Time to say goodbye


                So, that’s it. The fourth construct is something I would consider a huge success. The mantle takes around ten percent of my mana, which continues to change through the mana pathways that cover the entirety of my body.

I can turn it off or on when needed, but I decide to have it permanently running in the background. 

Then there’s the Reinforcement construct that takes thirty percent of my mana. The two constructs combined take quite a nice chunk of my mana, but the effect is a strengthened body and mana that only someone exceedingly powerful can take away from me. In the future, I will upgrade them further and tweak them, but right now, it’s great.

In a good mood, I stand up and, after thanking Tess for keeping watch, I leave to give a few pointers to Maya and the kids.

 



 

POV Hadwin Harper

It’s already night, and we can hear the wind from behind the white wall. Yet, the place where we are is nice and quiet, illuminated by multiple orbs that Nathaniel created and filled with some kind of mana fire. Some of them are bigger, and others are a bit smaller, but all of them emit a soft, dark yellow light and even some warmth against the cold air.

Nathaniel created them in a few seconds, and surprisingly, even after a few hours, they still emit some light and warmth. Weaker, but still present.

“For example, look at the orbs filled with thermal energy he created,” Lissandra, the fleshy brooch on the ground, says. “Do you guys even realize that if he made them even slightly unstable, they would explode after a while and most likely kill a few of you?”

As many times before, Lissandra complains about Nathaniel. It’s weird to hear that. In my eyes, he is exceedingly talented and daring, yet she seems to think it’s not enough.

I yawn and look around. Others seem to be already sleeping, so I move a bit closer to her to catch some warmth from the orb that’s near her.

“It’s not like we have much choice but to push and risk it. You might not care, but a few of us have families back on Earth,” the brooch listens as I talk, “Mothers, fathers, siblings, friends. They are still there, and if we are right, four rounds of the tutorial have already ended.”

“You said you would be forcefully returned to Earth in five years. Doesn’t that mean the first round was summoned 20 years ago and got out 15 years ago?” Lissandra says, and I know she is mostly polite. She is really smart, so I’m sure she has thought about it much.

“There are multiple options I could think of why we didn’t notice anything,” I yawn and move a bit closer. It’s really cold outside. “The first one is that everyone died and no one got out of the tutorial. This one is a bit weird since there’s an easy difficulty.”

I pause, and Lissandra listens. She is quite polite today, but I don’t mind. It’s a welcome change from her grumpy self that slightly reminds me of Nathaniel.

“Another option is that there is someone policing them, taking all the returners under their control and not allowing them to do anything.” I say.

“As if something like that would be possible,” she says.

“I agree with you. Then there’s also the option that the system has something to do with it even after the tutorial.”

“This one is a bit better, but I can think of more,” Lissandra interrupts me, and her voice, the vibrations she creates with a minuscule amount of mana, gets quieter.

How amazing it is to talk with someone who has lived for hundreds or maybe thousands of years. My only regret is that she seems to be an imperfect imprint of the original from the second floor.

“Time dilation. All the rounds will end at once, no matter when people enter. The first round could start and end in a few seconds after starting, and the others as well. Meaning all the rounds will get out in a short amount of time.” When I want to say something, she doesn’t stop and talks over me, “Yes, I understood that you guys heard about disappearances a few weeks ago already, so another option is that the tutorial summons people every few days and then lets them out all at once.”

“What if everyone returns without their powers, and that’s why nothing happened?” This question worries me the most. Like all of us, I’ve already gotten used to our powers and our bodies that now heal faster, feel stronger, and slowly heal all the imperfections and older wounds.

I once again feel like a young, energetic man and would have a hard time saying goodbye to that.

“Power given by the system cannot be taken away by the system.” Lissandra’s voice is now even quieter. At the same time, the orb near her starts blinking, and the area where it releases heat becomes smaller.

Weird, Nathaniel’s orbs usually don’t do that.

I move closer to catch the heat, but still stay careful not to get too close. Nathaniel warned us enough.

A silence ensues.

“Is Nathaniel really as talentless as you say?” I ask. It’s something that bothers me a lot. Because if he is talentless, most of us are much worse.

In the silence, the light from the orb becomes even weaker. 

When I reach out to push myself up to stand, thinking that she won’t answer, she says something in a quiet voice, “He is not.” 

I pause in my movement and lean a bit closer, wanting to hear the answer more than any of the other questions I asked today

“He has great talent when it comes to mana.” Her voice becomes even quieter as if responding to the light that also became weaker, “He could be considered one of the greatest talents back on my planet. Talented enough to become the apprentice of a Champion and maybe even replace him in the future, but that’s it. He would have a hard time getting further with his talent alone.”

The light becomes weaker.

“But that’s only when it comes to talent. The little pup… Nathaniel… sometimes he terrifies me. The look in his eyes, the hunger and willingness to push himself to the brink of death. The absolute confidence he has in himself. He will either die young or reach places we thought were impossible.”

The light blinks and turns off, and I feel something touch my hand and quickly pull it back.

“But it also inspires me. I long forgot how it feels to put your life on the line and push to the point of breaking apart. I want it, I want to do the same.”

Then the light lights up again, and I glance down. The brooch is still the same and in the same spot, and where I kept my hand, the grass sways under the gentle light.

I let out a quiet, awkward laugh. What am I, getting scared by some grass touching me?

Then I ask another question.

 



 

My new construct? Good, very good!

I had Haddy try to disrupt my mana, and he couldn’t do anything. I didn’t even fight back; I just let my construct work, and Hadwin’s attempts became a whisper in the wind, useless the moment they touched my body.

Sure, the mana outside of my body can still be affected, but the Mantle doesn’t allow him to reach inside me and stop me from strengthening my body. I even went a bit further back and found an interesting duo of monsters. You know, those two mage hunters – Templar Revenant and Rogue Revenant.

Those poor guys were literally no match… well, they were super easy to deal with now. Sure, I made it last as long as possible, tearing them apart piece by piece, which helped me soften some bad memories I have of them hunting me for hours - all while I barely kept my body from breaking apart.

Ah, good old times.

Anyway, the Templar Revenant’s disruptive skill didn’t do anything. Nothing at all. I let him hit me multiple times. He was only able to disrupt some external mana, but anything beneath my skin wasn’t affected at all.

It made me happy, almost as happy as kicking his severed head around. This will surely become one of my fondest memories.

I then spent a few more days giving pointers to others. Maya may seem reluctant at first, but when you push her hard enough, she follows through. I’ve realized that she’s someone who needs someone else to follow to make decisions for her. Probably so she can blame anything wrong that happens on that person instead of having to deal with it herself.

That’s why she so quickly joined Sophie, that’s why it was so easy for Tess to deal with her when we got split on the second floor, and that’s why I see some relief in her eyes when I tell her what to do.

The scary part is how thoughtfully she is following through. After some resistance, she just goes with it and even improves on the process, taking it a step further.

In the end, it’s interesting to watch her [Focus] and see her calm gaze that takes in all the information and logically processes it before acting and improving on it.

Up until now, I thought that some members of Group 4 were weaker than others, with Tess, Sophie, and I probably being the strongest, and Lily showing massive potential. But I’ve changed my mind now. I think it’s more that they didn’t have an opportunity to shine and grow.

So, here’s a question: Should I focus on my own growth or help them a bit more? A larger group of capable people can be valuable, and if they become stronger, there are things I could learn from them. On the other hand, there’s a question of whether learning from them would give me more than training on my own would.

It’s annoying to decide right away so I will keep doing what I do now and I’ll see how it goes and deal with it later. It’s another problem for future Nathaniel. Screw that weirdo.

I come back to reality and cut off my thoughts, turning my attention back to Lissandra on the ground. In the past few days, I did gather as much information from her as possible, along with some methods I plan to use in the future. Still, I try not to follow it all. I’ll create my own way and gain my own strength. I won’t mindlessly follow in her footsteps.

Lissandra teaches a thing or two to almost everyone in the group while sharing some interesting information they were curious about.

Now then, I should burn her before we move to the blue wall. Taking this thing closer to the highly regenerative aura of the Saint doesn’t sound like a good idea. Not at all. I’m sure that if she gets there, she will be able to restore her body somehow and I don’t trust her enough to allow her to do that.

“I think it’s time for you to give me coordinates and say goodbye,” I tell the brooch.
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Chapter 165 - Warrior of the last king


                A quiet laugh sounds from the brooch. “So, you’ve realized it,” she says.

I stay quiet. It’s obvious that she would want me to carry the brooch closer to the regenerative aura of the Saint.

“Won’t you change your mind? I could be a valuable help if I get back my body, even if I still won’t have my mana. I believe I would be able to restore even my mana heart, given enough time.”

The offer she gives me sounds tempting, but I don’t have to think about it.

“No,” my answer is short and final. I then throw the uncommon mana stone Sophie found, and I took it from her. It nearly lands on her, close enough for her to inscribe coordinates. “You can put the coordinates there.”

“Aren’t you too careful, little pup? Your behavior hurts me.” Yet, I still feel her mana reach out and touch the stone. It takes just a moment, but then it pulls back to the brooch. 

I create an arm made of mana to grab the stone. I then take five hours to examine it.

When I stop, my head hurts, but I’m quite happy with the result. There’s no way I can use the coordinates now; I can’t even understand them. But I transcribe them into my mind. I create something like a pocket for them and surround this pocket with the Mantle, which doesn’t allow it to affect anything outside of it.

I need to do it this way, as I’m not sure if the system won’t wipe the stone or if I won’t lose it in the future.

Then I send kinetic energy through the mana hand holding the stone and smash it to pieces. I burn them as well and smash them again. [Resonance] fires up multiple times, and only then do I stop.

“That’s too much,” Lissandra laughs, and I feel her collect her last remaining mana. The tiny amount I wouldn’t be able to use for anything. The amount is so small I wouldn’t even be able to light a fire with it. Yet when she moves it, it feels exceedingly dangerous.

“I’ve noticed that you’ve sent others away. Is there a reason for that?” Her voice is calm and quiet, and the mana swirls around her. “Also, I consider it quite cheating that you came to me with so much kinetic energy already collected.”

“I will make sure to deliver the message,” I say, and I mean it. She gave me something I’ve missed for a long time – a basic knowledge that I can rely on when I get lost. A knowledge I can use to make decisions faster and become stronger in my own way. And for that, I’m thankful. 

But that’s where our deal ends. I can’t trust her not to try to take over my mind even though the system doesn’t allow that, and I’m sure she would try to do that at any moment the opportunity would arise. She said that herself. 

I transfer all the kinetic energy I collected while talking to her into thermal energy and make it denser, and more concentrated. Flames around me appear yellow but soon turn into golden ones.

“I know you will.” She attacks me at the same moment my flames shoot at her. A short pulse of minuscule amount of mana, and the flames reach her, doing no damage at all. The brooch only moves slightly, as if in the weak wind.

Another pulse, and my flames disappear as if they never existed.

Three javelins I throw at her freeze in the air and just straight up refuse to move, making it look as if time itself stopped.

A wave of my kinetic energy destroys the huge area around her, tearing the ground apart, pulling the trees from the ground, and turning stones into dust. Yet, none of this touches her at all.

“This is how you do it, little pup,” the brooch pulsates one last time, and a wave of mana hits me, destroying the armor around my body, ignoring my attempts to disrupt it, and pushes me back by one step. It doesn’t even feel like an attack, more like a slap on the back of the head that a teacher would give to an inattentive student.

Then the brooch stops moving, becomes paler, and even its movement which seemed like breathing slows down. 

All the mana the brooch had is depleted.

With no need for more words, my flames activate again and hit Lissandra, immediately burning her to dust. I continue to channel more and more energy through them and give them a few minutes.

When I stop, the brooch is gone.

 







 

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) -Hm? Yes, there was a guy in our group who upgraded his mana attribute with an upgrade token he got on level 75. The poor guy literally exploded.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -I’m still saving my upgrade token! I need to get a bit stronger, and then I will most likely upgrade my attribute. I just need to be careful; our group also had a guy like that. Do you remember him, Lootenant?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Sure, I do. He upgraded his strength, and then his body tore apart every time he tried to move. The guy wanted to go with a low constitution and high strength.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - Yeah, I’m also saving mine. We heard about it a bit on the second floor. People there usually upgraded attributes much later, closer to level 150 and after careful thinking.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Noname, I bet you’ve already used yours on mana. How is it?

Should I tell them? They are people I might have to fight with in the future after we get back to Earth or here during the tournament. They seem friendly here, but who knows if it’s just a front they put on? They also got into Hell difficulty, so they can’t be normal people.

Noname (Hell, Group 4) -I recommend a high constitution or at least a (rare) passive that will help you deal with the upgraded attribute. That’s all I will say.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Thanks, Noname. I appreciate it.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Thank you, bro! It’s better to be careful when even this maniac recommends it, lol.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) -It’s a shame that the system barely gives us (rare) passives.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - Yeah, I’ve only seen two of them and…

 



Attention, a milestone has been reached. Entry into Irreversible Narrative Progression has been detected for all groups. In accordance, the Community Interface will now be deactivated for all groups within Hell Difficulty of the 5th round of the Tutorial.

 

The notification cancels, closing the community, and I close the window. Then I stop walking and look at the giant blue wall that towers high into the air, just a few houses away from us.

It looks like the third floor is slowly coming to an end.

 







 

“The same as before?” Hadwin asks as all of us stand under the wall, looking up at it.

Tess is near me, Kim is with the twins, Lily is near Biscuit, and Sophie is standing a bit to the side with Isabella. The only one staying behind will be the last remaining member of Hard Difficulty, the icy guy. I’m not surprised that he doesn’t want to go with us, but I’m surprised that Sophie is letting him go.

(Food!) Biscuit shouts, and everyone turns to me as if waiting for something.

“What?” I ask, “Don’t look at me like that; it creeps me out.”

“Are you not going to translate what Biscuit meant by that?” Tess pokes at me.

The heck.

“He wanted to call Hadwin an asshole,” I say.

(Asshole!) Silly doggo immediately repeats.

To that, Lily giggles, and even the boys seem to be smirking. Only Hadwin doesn’t seem to be too amused.

“We won’t need a platform this time,” Kim interrupts and all heads turn to him. “I’ve improved a bit, so if you let me, I can make you all float to the top.”

It takes only a bit, and everyone agrees. Then, when Kim’s mana reaches me, I let it affect me while observing the entire process and the way he moves it.

Soon, all of us are lifted into the air after he makes us lighter with [Gravity Well] and then gently pulls us up with [Telekinesis].

As we’re getting higher and higher, some people start to get nervous, but I’m enjoying the process. This is how I imagine astronauts in orbit around the Earth feel. It’s a quite relaxing feeling, and it takes a few more minutes until we reach the top. Kim decides to do it slowly because of the scaredy-cats.

At the top, he pushes us towards the wall and slowly cancels the skill, letting us land gently.

Then the view of what lies behind the wall appears, along with us triggering some detection trap the moment we touch the top of the wall. For a moment, I track the pulse of the mana that is sent towards somewhere in the middle of the city from the place where we landed.

What lies behind the blue wall is the most beautiful city I’ve ever seen. Pearl-white walls of the buildings are adorned with delicate ornaments of blue or golden color. Hundreds, thousands of trees with vibrant green leaves. Fountains spewing pale blue water.

Even the inner side of the blue wall is totally covered by beautiful paintings depicting mountains, and green hills full of grass and flowers. All the buildings are in perfect condition, not a single one of them cracked or destroyed, and the roads and streets are lined with trees that would offer nice shade on a hot day. There are even gardens all over the place.

And then, there in the middle of the city, a simple tower stands. The tower is as tall as the highest skyscrapers on Earth, and its surface is without any ornament, just a polished white stone with lots of massive windows and giant balconies that oversee the city.

The top of the tower ends with a roof that seems to be made out of pure gold, and something reminding me of mana circuits adorns it. Even from this distance, I can feel the strong mana emanating from the tower.

I lift up my left hand, and resonating mana coats my right pointing finger. I make a cut into my left arm and then watch as it heals in front of my eyes. The speed of healing is equal to Lily using her healing to the fullest.

Just a few seconds after we landed on top of the wall, I feel a massive burst of mana from someone in the middle of the city. Through the air, a figure flies towards us in a blur, trailed by golden lightning. 

It takes only a moment for that figure to reach us, and soon the man stands at the top of the wall.

He smiles at us warmly. He has blonde hair and blue eyes, a face that ten out of ten people would call handsome. The golden lightning lazily crackles around the man as he takes a step towards us and then stops. He is wearing shiny silver armor that is delicately adorned with blue ornaments of flowers. The armor is beautiful yet masterfully done. Slim, strong, delicate, and comfortable-looking, it moves together with the man, not hindering his movements at all.

Then, the blonde man looks at us, he touches his chest with his right hand and gives us a short bow before straightening up.

“My name is Edwal. I’m one of the three warriors of the last king and one of the protectors of the last bastion of humanity,” The confidence he exudes makes him stand out even more, and he continues to smile gently at us, “Who do I have the pleasure of meeting?”

[Tempest Tyrant - lvl ??]
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Chapter 166 - Civilized


                Okay, let’s not send mana towards the man. Seeing question marks, he should be in the level range between 150 and 300. Sentient being with high stats and plenty of levels in skills. Something much more dangerous than a beast with mostly limited intelligence.

While Tess and Hadwin talk to the man, I continue to observe him with my eyes only and also examine the city behind him.

It’s beautiful, yet I see no movement down there. Parks are empty, there is no one on the street. No matter how much I look, I don’t notice anything. The city seems dead.

I feel the man move and hold myself back from attacking him, even though I collect more mana inside my body.

The man called Edwal appears in front of me, trailed by golden lightning. He moves so quickly it nearly looks like he teleported here. His face is so close I could easily headbutt him.

“I missed your name,” he says as his pale blue eyes stare at me. He is still smiling.

“Nathaniel, it’s a pleasure to meet you, the third warrior of the last king, Edwal,”

He laughs a bit, yet his eyes do not move from me. He is not even blinking, and his smile becomes bigger and bigger, “Pleased to meet you, Nathaniel,” a short pause during which I gesture at Tess to not do anything. I’m sure Edwal noticed it, yet he doesn’t do anything.

“I like the look in your eyes, Nathaniel,” he says and finally breaks eye contact, turning to others, talking a bit louder now, “It’s been a long time since we’ve had visitors from behind the wall!” The tone of his voice is happy, “Even though if you got here from this way, it must mean you have killed his majesty’s pet animals. Two wolves, deer, boar, and bear.” 

He pauses and scratches the side of his head, “I don’t remember their names… it’s been a long time…” he laughs again, “Well, I stopped feeding them a few dozen years ago, so they’ve probably already died and been taken by Decay.”

He turns to us, his eyes unblinking and his smile showing his white teeth, “Well, that’s a bit annoying. His majesty really wanted to make Miss Saint happy and even built that garden so a few animals could stay there for her to watch,” another pause and a giggle, “he even sacrificed one of the water sources to water the area and for animals to have something to drink.”

The man is crazy. Totally gone. His eyes keep flicking around; he is smiling way too much, and the tone of his voice indicates he may snap at any time, “Anyhow! Please follow me,” he says with a tone that leaves no doubt that we will do just that.

Then, unlike before, he starts walking along the wall, us trailing behind him silently.

Hmm, I think I can take him on. Should I do just that? It could be dangerous for some others, but with Tess as support, killing the man should be doable enough.

I think it over as we walk behind him along the wall. He is walking slowly, sometimes stopping for a moment, taking in a deep breath, and smiling brightly. Then he continues to walk again.

Let’s do it. He is just a shadow. A fake of the person that existed long ago.

“Oh Nathaniel?” The man stops once again and turns to me. His armor shines as if there is a light landing on it even though there is no sun, and the sky is cloudy as always, with not a single piece of blue sky visible.

The man’s eyes change, and he now looks somehow formidable. The handsome blonde man with piercing eyes. One of the three chosen warriors, protectors of the king and the saint.

“If you decide to attack me, I will ignore you and the girl bearing two javelins,” he takes a step towards me, the smile gone from his face, “I’ll focus on that petite brunette you often check on. The one that bears powers so similar to Miss Saint.”

He pauses once again, moving closer again, “Then I will go after the little girl who has so much hot air around her and who continues to use [Empathy] on me. After that, I will kill the creature that reminds me of the dogs noble ladies used to keep. After the creature, I will tear apart that young black-haired boy who keeps looking at you as if you are his older sibling.”

A hint of a smile appears on his face, “I won’t do it with pleasure, obviously. I will do it only if you decide to attack me.”

I don’t say anything, and he continues, “It’s hard to fight when there are people you need to protect, right? Trust me, I know that very well, too well!” He spreads his hands, and the armor folds around his body, “So let’s be civilized, yes? There is no need to fight. You people are my guests until you get an audience with my king.”

“I like the look in your eyes,” he says only that, and then the smile reappears on his face, his eyes becoming less focused, looking at us without blinking.

“Yes, let’s be civilized,” I say and follow him, quickly joined by others.

 







 

Edwal leaves, saying that according to decorum, we will be let in front of the king three days later. Without any worry in the world, he disappears, only giving us a short warning not to leave the inner city. Otherwise, we are free to go wherever we want, with the exception of the tower.

The place where he leaves us is a giant mansion. All the buildings are made from bright white stone with attention to detail, making them beautiful. Even a simple column looks like it took dozens of hours to ornament and polish.

The mansion is surrounded by a giant garden full of trees. There are places to sit, and there’s even a small river flowing through it with a few boats nearby.

Inside the building is just as luxurious and well taken care of. Everything seems new; there is no dust anywhere and not a single door creaks.

Yet there are no people.

The grass seems freshly cut to the perfect length, and the flowers are beautiful.

But there isn’t a single animal around, not a single insect.

The entire mansion and the city with it are eerily quiet, and there is no wind at all.

“Fuck this place,” Sophie says, and to my surprise, Izzy doesn’t even complain about her cursing. She just snuggles closer to her older sister while looking around with big eyes.

She doesn’t seem overtly terrified, thanks to whatever Sophie did to shield her from such overwhelming emotions and prevent potential trauma. Yet she seems nervous, to the point of starting to panic. The little empath must be feeling fear from everyone around her, the nervousness of her sister as well.

“Izzy,” I say, and her big eyes look up to me. “Focus on my feelings,” I continue.

Right after, I feel her mana desperately reaching up to me, looking for some feeling of safety, and I let it happen. Her eyes widen in surprise when she feels my feelings, and slowly she calms down. More and more, and soon enough, she even smiles at me.

“You good?” I ask.

“Yes, I am now!” she says, almost back to the cheerful devious girl that I got used to.

“Good, now then. I will be taking the master’s room and taking a long shower. I saw something like that in there,” I say out loud to this bunch of weirdos I ended up with. Just like Izzy, they are nervous.

But what is there to worry about? The feelings I let little Isabella sense from me were calm and expectation, the feelings I actually feel.

I do not worry. I’m not scared.

 







 

The shower was amazing. Feeling hot water on my body, the smell of the soap that is still somehow good, and then the soft towel as I dried my body was something I would exchange a rare piece of equipment for at any time.

After examining the way the water heating works - it is with the help of a few mana stones, I leave the shower-like room.

The clothes I used to wear, I burn in yellow flames, not caring about the marks the flames leave on the carpet and the wall. Then I spend half an hour going through the massive amount of clothes in the wardrobe room with a giant mirror.

I end up wearing simple yet expensive-looking black pants. A white shirt with long sleeves that I roll up to elbows, and a pair of somewhat comfortable shoes.

There is some stuff that can be either rat poison or hair gel that I take a little bit of and use it to fix my hair.

I then spend some time examining my image in the mirror.

The face I knew so well now looks different from before, and my figure has slightly changed as well. I also notice that there are fewer imperfections on my body and my eyes seem to have a shine to them, as if showing the inner power of my mana.

And my face… it’s expressionless like I’ve gotten used to. The face that for some people seems distant, to others uninterested, to some arrogant. But I quite like it, it’s my face.

Then I send my mana through the mansion and locate the room where most of the people are, and I slowly walk down there while looking around the mansion. When I notice paintings that show the blonde man who led us here, I burn holes into them or scratch them with my mana.

I enter the room, and the others look up at me.

“Oh, you are finally here. We just…” Hadwin starts, but then he trails off, at a loss for words. His eyes move up and down my body with something that I identify as a surprise.

“Wow, Nat, that kind of clothing really fits you!” Kim reacts first with a smile on his face.

Lily is still not here, but everyone else seems to be already after a shower and in new clothes. Tess, Sophie, and Maya are wearing men’s clothes as well, as they seem to be apparently easier to move in than dresses. Yet each of them took some effort to make them look a bit more womanly.

The boys and Hadwin went a similar way, and the clothes they are wearing seem comfortable. I even notice a few sets of clothes nearby, ready to be put into the bag and taken away. That’s a good idea, I should do it as well.

“Sorry for being late!” Lily says as she opens the door and walks in. “I’m not used to this kind of clothing…” She then cuts off and freezes as her eyes land on me.

Poor Lily, bless her soul, is wearing a full-blown dress. A silly young girl dressed up like she is going to a ball or lunch with a noble. Her dress is simple yet quite pretty. Pale blue and without sleeves, showing her shoulders and her strikingly pale white arm that is similar to mine and that she refuses to fix the color of.

Seeing her so shocked makes me want to tease her, so I just utter, “So pretty,” and then I watch as she lets out a quiet squeak, and her eyes tick around, looking for help.

“Nathaniel, please, don’t bully Lily,” I hear Tess sigh behind me. “Also, Lily, come with me. We will get you some more comfortable clothes.”

            


Chapter 167 - Thousands of years


                Lily and Tess leave, and I immediately take what seems like a super comfy giant armchair in the corner of the room with a nice view through the window that covers nearly the entire wall, offering a view of the garden outside.

Then I gesture to Biscuit, and with one bark, he starts running toward me, using two mana arms to jump himself up to me into the armchair.

For that, I get a rude look from Isabella, who tried to lure Biscuit closer to her so she could hug him and keep him close.

“Stranger danger, don’t forget,” I whisper to Biscuit, and he tilts his head in a confused manner.

Then I continue to cycle my mana while listening to what others talk about.

It’s mostly just some random stuff about the things they noticed in the manor and that they got to explore. Hadwin throws in a few jokes, and the twins and Kim laugh while also making some, all of them making fun of each other.

It looks like while I was showering and dressing, they calmed down a lot, to the point of enjoying the comfort of the mansion. It all seems surprisingly normal, nearly cozy, and I pet Biscuit and let myself relax a bit more.

When Tess comes back with Lily, who is now wearing clothes similar to the taller blonde, the petite healer girl refuses to look at me.

“Nat, could you beat that Edwal guy?” Out of nowhere, Kim throws at me.

“Oh, of course, he could!” This time it’s Dennis who joins in.

“That guy wasn’t even that scary, yes!” Aaron shouts as well. I think I notice the twins quickly exchange a few messages through their [Connection].

“Kim?” I say shortly.

“Yes?” he asks back while leaning a bit closer in my direction.

“Practice your skills the way I told you.”

“Oh,” he deflates but quickly grabs some weird box from one of the tables and starts heaving it while also trying to keep it up with his [Telekinesis].

The twins then quickly avoid my gaze, and I get back to just listening peacefully.

They don’t need to hear that I believe I can beat the guy, but some of them could die in the process.

 







 

POV Sophie Martinez

“Yes, yes, we will steal the doggo from him,” I answer Izzy and hug her a bit tighter. Thankfully, she hugs me back, and I smile a bit, feeling her small warm body touching mine.

It seems like she isn’t angry anymore that I refused to try to befriend Nathaniel.

While thinking that, I look up at him. The way he looks right now surprised me the same way as everyone else.

How to say it? This place, his clothes, expression on his face, seem to all fit together.

The way he lazily wears casual but luxurious clothes, with sleeves rolled up. The way he calmly looks around and sits in the armchair as if without a care in the world. The confidence that seems to radiate from him and his mostly emotionless face that sometimes appears arrogant, otherwise uninterested, or just straight-up calm.

Right now, Nathaniel looks like a young powerful noble. His confidence, the look on his face, and his clothes all combine into that image.

When I reach out to Izzy and send some mana to her, I feel that she is still using her [Empathy] on Nathaniel, and she is really calm right now. As if the young man’s real feelings give her some sense of calm as well.

And I can understand that. I can understand why she, why the twins and Kim, why even Hadwin, Maya, and the all-powerful Tess look up to him.

The guy is a total asshole. Petty beyond belief, antisocial, cruel at times, and with a weird sense of humor. Yet he is powerful. Extremely powerful, and his confidence and calm attract others who are looking for some sort of safe haven in this fucked up tutorial.

And seeing him right now, I feel some of that as well. Nonetheless, I can’t forget the way he looked at me with those eyes, after he had killed Cipher and Goldie and then went after me, all while under the influence of that woman’s skill.

Then I notice weak movements of mana from him. He immediately notices my examination but only glances at me for a second, ignoring me afterward. 

I examine it a bit more. He is creating thin threads of mana and filling them with some sort of fire energy or fire skill, then moving them through the air and slashing against the painting on the wall near him.

What is he doing?

I look closer and notice that he is doing it to the painting of the man who led us here. Edwal. Looking a bit longer, I spot that he is especially focusing on one place in the painting. The skin under the nose.

The thin thread hits that place and burns a bit of the painting, leaving a black mark behind, and there is already something like a mustache burned in.

“…”

What the… I quickly shake my head, and to my surprise, even the corgi that lies on his lap tries something similar. A thin thread of purple mana reaches out from the dog. A few of them dissipate immediately, there’s no fire energy, and they are much thicker than the ones Nathaniel creates.

“… you can’t, Biscuit,” Nathaniel whispers to the dog softly, but I can hear him by improving my hearing with mana.

“You are already powerful enough. I’ll get scared if you get stronger….” He continues to say something else, but I already ignore him and turn back to the others.

“Oh, you feel calmer now, Soph,” Izzy mumbles, halfway asleep already.

“Just sleep, okay?” I move my mana a bit, and when Izzy feels my intention, her own mana lowers her defenses, and I help her quickly fall asleep.

Then I hug her a bit tighter and return to listening to the others.

 







 

God damn corgi archmages. Seeing Biscuit do stuff like that after observing me and probably thinking that it will help him get more food motivates me to work harder.

Yes, when Biscuit rises to the top as the first Absolute from the earth, I’m sure he won’t forget good ol’ Nathaniel who used to feed him deer meat and pet him.

But that would mean no more booping his soft and cold-to-the-touch snout. He would not allow that, as I know that even now it annoys him, and he only tolerates it because I’m stronger and give him food.

And we can’t let that happen!

Anyway, time to check the kitchen. Seeing how well-kept the manor and the city are, I’m willing to bet there will be some food in the kitchen.

When I stand up, Biscuit quickly joins me.

Oi, are you reading my thoughts by any chance? Why do you look so excited, Biscuit? Is there something you want to tell me? The best doggo on the third floor doesn’t say anything, not even his favorite word: food. That makes me even more suspicious. But he looks too cute as he looks up at me with his eyes and stands on his short legs, so I decide to ignore it.

Disregarding the questions from others, I exit the room and once again find myself in hallways with floors of polished stone. I walk slowly on purpose because Biscuit’s claws make noise every time he takes a step. They hit the floor, and in the silence of the manor, they are especially loud.

They sound really cute as he walks.

My [Perception] encompasses the entire manor, and I find the place that could be a kitchen on the bottom floor.

When we get there, I feel my excitement grow until I notice a young blonde man sitting there. The man I didn’t see with my skill. Not even a hint of mana leaks from him and the armor from his body is gone. Instead, he is wearing clothes similar to mine, just a bit more formal and with a jacket. It reminds me of a suit.

“Greetings to you, Nathaniel, and to your little friend,” he says with a smile, lifting up the glass in his hand toward me.

I do not hesitate and sit down opposite him, both of us sitting behind the table that cooks probably used to cut meat on or prepare food for cooking.

As if it’s totally normal, he stands up, brings one more glass from the cabinet, and puts it in front of me. He then pours me what he is drinking as well.

When I grab it and take a sip without any hesitation, he smiles at me, his pale blue eyes shining in the dimly lit kitchen.

“How old is this wine?” I ask while taking yet another sip. It doesn’t taste that bad.

“What do you think?” he leans back a bit in his chair and unties the top button on his shirt while also taking a drink.

“Most likely a few hundred years old. Either from before Decay or not too long after the start.”

His laugh is quiet, and he doesn’t look so crazy right now, “You seem to know a lot. Is it something you found out on your own?” he pours me more of it and for himself as well.

“It’s not that hard to guess. The entire inner city is surrounded by some sort of field that I have a hard time deciphering, but it feels as if it doesn’t only heal wounds, but also stops things like grass from growing, and food from getting stale, there is no dust either.”

“That is some side effect of Miss Saint’s skill,” he drinks his entire glass and then pours himself another, “There are a few more after-effects, Nathaniel, but you might find out a bit more about them later. Probably. For now, you and your group feel free to eat any food you find and drink anything you find. I will stop by a few times to check on you. It’s been a long time since I felt the need to eat food or drink water, and I take no pleasure in doing so, but I believe it would be fun to watch others do so.”

I finish my glass, and when he offers me more, I decline, making him pour the remainder for himself and drink. Edwal then stands up, takes off his jacket, and rolls up the sleeves of his shirt, moving toward the dresser where he slowly washes the glasses. He then dries them with a nearby towel and then buffs them with another one until they are perfectly shiny.

Before putting them away, he giggles out of nowhere and throws them on the ground, shattering them into little pieces.

I do not react as he then grabs the broom and spends five minutes collecting them all, only to then scoop them up and throw them into the bin. He then, as carefully as before, washes his hands, dries them, unrolls his shirt, and puts his jacket back on. 

When he turns to me, there is his ever-present smile on his face, “You know, Nathaniel, you were slightly wrong about one thing,” he buttons up his jacket and then continues, “This bottle, all the food here, the entire inner city, me, my two fellow warriors, and the mighty king. It’s not all only a few hundred years old. You should count in thousands.”

He then leaves quietly while wishing me a good rest of the day.

            


Chapter 168 - Delicious food


                I spend ten minutes going through the cabinets and the box powered by a mana stone that freezes the food inside it. Then there is another one that only keeps it cool, similar to a fridge.

All the food, all the ingredients, all the drinks, everything is perfect and fresh.

While throwing some meat at Biscuit, I examine the fridge and the mana stone imbued in it, along with the mana circuits going through the entire box.

When I’m done, I start eating all the food I collected and put on the table.

Dried meat that is aromatic, slightly dry, yet soft, and with spices that taste amazing.

Fruits that remind me of strawberries and are just much bigger and sweeter.

A drink that could be juice from god knows what kind of fruit.

And the sweets… I eat chocolate-looking stuff. I eat another chocolate-looking bar, this time with some nuts. I eat a small orb-like dish filled with something fruity.

Once in a while, I take a minute-long break and just enjoy the feeling of the food in my mouth with my eyes closed.

(Food!)

Yes, Biscuit, damn good food. Delicious food!

“Food!” I shout back at the dog.

(Food!)

“Food Food!”

(Food! Food!)

We continue to shout at each other, and obviously, that’s when Lily decides to enter the kitchen.

For a moment, she stares at me and Biscuit as we keep shouting loudly, and there is a clear look of shock on her face. I decide to ignore it and just stuff my mouth with more sweets, chewing while looking at her and challenging her to say anything.

Instead, she just squeaks and quickly rushes closer. It takes her only a few moments to find and pick the sweet I already identified as the best one and put it away to save for later. Without asking, she grabs it and starts eating it.

“Oh… my god,” she sighs, smiling at me, “This is so good,” Lily then continues with her mouth full. Then, being as nice as she is, she leaves the room, and I can hear her calling others as she rushes upstairs.

I use the opportunity to grab things I enjoy the most to eat them later, just in time before others rush in. Even little Isabella is awake now.

Soon the kitchen becomes full of laughter and the smell of food. After just a while, Hadwin starts using some stove-looking thing and prepares a steak. He looks so happy as he carefully tastes the spices and puts them on the meat.

The boys are laughing and joking, poking each other and fighting over the best sweets.

Isabella is offering some chocolate to Sophie, which the girl eats with delight, making Isabella laugh.

Even Tess is smiling and talking to Maya and Lily, who look up to her while enjoying some treats.

The kitchen is so different from before. It’s full of laughter and warmth that makes it feel smaller and cozier. So, I just sit there and observe the others while occasionally answering Kim or teasing Lily.

It’s not something I would like to do daily, but it’s not that bad, and I find myself enjoying it a little bit. Just a tiny little bit.

 







 

“Yesterday, you seemed in a good mood,” Tess teases me while both of us stretch a bit, currently in one of the gardens on a clearing covered with grass.

I just straight up refuse to answer and continue to stretch and circulate mana through my body as well as perceive the entire area of the manor. This time I pay more attention. It was kind of annoying that I was unable to feel Sparkledouche the day before.

When we are done, I create a spear in my hands out of my mana, and Tess grabs her rare javelin, holding it similarly.

With just a short glance, we dash at each other, both of us somewhat limiting ourselves and focusing more on movements than pure strength or speed.

I dodge her stab; she dodges mine and jumps back, to which I quickly follow her, stabbing at her and then changing the direction of my stab.

Tess, instead of trying to move further back, steps toward me and flings my spear to the side using her javelin. She then kicks at me, which I dodge, and I stab at her again.

The spar continues for more minutes, and gradually we increase our speed more and more, the weapons in our hands turning into a blur as our bodies move swiftly across the garden.

Stab, dodge, kick, dodge, stab, stab.

Soon, we start adding skills to the mix.

Lightning starts cracking around Tess, and I strengthen my body with Symbiotic Transference. The attacks become deadlier, but it all feels fine, almost like a game and not a spar where a single mistake could mean a mortal wound.

After a brief series of quick exchanges, I finally get Tess to fall into my trap and stab at her, knowing that she won’t be able to dodge but this time, I feel resistance, and her [Psychokinesis] pushes against me.

I take it as a challenge, and my [Redistribution] fires up, slowing down her movement to the point where she is forced to boost her body more. The red and white lightning crackling around her body becomes more visible and starts to feel dangerous.

At the same time, the air around us becomes colder as I start to absorb thermal energy while keeping myself warm with it.

Tess puts some distance between us, and with a piercing noise, the javelin flies at me. I tilt my head to dodge it.

The weapon then flies back at Tess, and I dodge it again, letting her grab it.

“[Declaration] is working pretty well,” I stop there before getting too deep into it.

“Yes, I keep using it on the javelin, and I can call it back from longer and longer distances. And before you say something, don’t worry, I’m thinking of more uses.”

“Good,” I cancel my skills.

“What about your mana? Any problems?” Tess asks.

“None at all. Passive is helping a lot, constructs are taking a big chunk of it, and the rest is taken care of with cycling. The annoying part is that I haven’t had a chance to try it out yet.”

“I bet you will have a chance before this floor ends.”

“Absolutely… If you get to fight against Edwal, you need to be careful of his chest armor. It’s enchanted, an artifact, cursed, or however you want to call it. There is some sort of connection going from the tower to the armor.”

“That’s quite interesting. Any idea about the effects?” Tess fixes her clothes a bit while asking me.

“I’m not 100% sure, but I think it improves healing even more,” I show her my forearm and make a small cut with my mana-covered finger. The wound immediately heals, “If I’m not wrong, the armor boosts this effect to the point where he can regenerate his wounds nearly immediately.”

“That could be annoying, especially if there are two more warriors like him, not even mentioning the king and the Saint.” she points out.

“It will be fine. In the worst case, we will tie them down and let Lily use her skill; they most likely won’t be able to heal that.” I let mana javelin dissipate in my hands as I talk to her.

“Now that you mention it, we could have Lily try to wound us with [Disintegration] and check if it heals.”

“We could if you want to risk having a wound that would never heal,” I say.

Tess isn’t dumb, so she quickly understands, her eyes wide open, “Do you think…”

“I’m not sure yet, but I have a suspicion that wounds caused by her skill might be extremely hard or straight-up impossible to heal.” I still think that the petite girl’s skill is much stronger than what she has shown up until now.

“Great, another thing to worry about.”

“You can ask me for help if you really need it,” I tell her, and I genuinely mean it. I’m not such a leech to just sit there. Okay, maybe a little bit. But I’ll help if needed!

“There is no need to. You are doing pretty well, so just having you around deals with plenty of problems.”

Aren’t I amazing?

“And, to be honest, you really suck at some stuff, so you wouldn’t help much.” Tess smiles at me apologetically.

Dang it, you could’ve kept that to yourself.

 







 

I slowly walk toward the manor and decide to ignore Biscuit, who is climbing the outer wall right above the window. Eight purple mana arms extend from his back, and this time they are thinner than ever, more reminiscent of spider legs. The fingers on the arms are sharp and dig into the wall, and the doggo easily uses them to climb on the roof.

“Biscuit, Biscuit!” I hear from inside.

My eyes meet Biscuit’s, but he doesn’t send me a message, likely worried that the little girl might feel it.

I did not see anything, buddy. I continue inside the manor and enter the biggest living room, where most of the group rests or trains most of the time.

Here, I find every single piece of furniture floating in the air. Even armchairs and couches have people sitting on them. Lily, Aaron, Dennis—everyone seems to be enjoying it all as Kim practices his skill.

“Nathaniel! What do you think?” Kim throws me a smile, appearing proud and expectant.

It’s too late to try to look more adult-like now, Lily. I saw you laughing and enjoying it like a little kid!

For a moment, I hesitate. Should I shout at them and tell them to take it more seriously? Or should I just let it go? After months within the tutorial, having a roof over our heads, nice beds, showers, and food feels amazing. Not even talking about this feeling of safety, however fake it is.

They all seem so happy, and relaxed, as if tension has left their bodies and they’re allowed to act their age again. Act like the silly teenagers they are.

So I just hold it in and give a few pointers to Kim before leaving the room again. This time, I put more mana into my [Perception] and continue to monitor the manor more carefully while circulating mana through my body.

While doing so, I notice Sophie doing something similar in the room where she and Isabella are. Her detection, unlike mine, focuses on detecting minds. Yet, she continuously keeps watch, not even for a moment leaving her sister.

She notices my [Perception], and I send her something that feels like a nod, a short greeting.

It takes her a moment, and she replicates it and greets me back. Then, she returns to what she was doing before and both of us keep watch.
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Chapter 169 - Bag of silver color


                “Nat, I think I might have fallen for Tess,” Kim says.

What the heck? Why are you throwing such a bomb at me out of nowhere?

As if knowing what I’m thinking, the boy continues, “I can’t tell it to Aaron or Dennis. They would surely tell her, and I don’t know how I would survive that. But I know you will keep it to yourself.”

Oh boy, should I ruin it for him? I might not tell it to Tess, but she is smart when it comes to this kind of stuff. I’m absolutely sure she has already noticed. Maybe even before Kim did, “It will pass with time,” I simply say.

Kim is only 15 years old, and Tess is four years older. The boy is in puberty, so there is no surprise he is noticing girls, and Tess is… well, Tess. Tall, good-looking, and she has an aura that, no surprise, attracts the boys.

I glance at him, and his eyes are still on Tess, who continues to spar with Maya. Tess is moving swiftly, her figure looking nice even in the men’s clothes she is wearing. She is nimble and moves with decisiveness while keeping a focused look on her face the entire time.

And Kim nearly drools.

Ew.

Anyway, I do not have the energy to deal with teenagers. Still, I continue to listen to him a bit longer before giving him a few more challenging tasks to train with. They are more difficult than usual and will likely take his mind partially off useless stuff.

Then, for the fifth time, I confirm that, no, Tess and I are not dating, and I’m not thinking of dating her. He mumbles something about good news for Lily, which almost makes me want to call Tess here and tell her about what Kim told me.

Kim probably notices that I’m at my limit, and he quickly stands up. Before leaving, he looks at me, “Nat… you can call me Min-Jae if you want,” he says hesitatingly, with a look like a puppy left outside in the rain.

Oh boy, “Ok, Min-Jae, now go and practice,” I shoo him away, yet he still looks happy.

 







 

“I overheard bits of your conversation,” Tess says as she sits down next to me, and Maya does the same. They both grab towels and water bottles nearby, wiping sweat off their faces before taking sips.

“You didn’t even have to listen; it’s too obvious not to notice,” Maya says and laughs, “But it’s kind of cute.”

Lately, Maya has become a bit more comfortable around me, probably thanks to a few pieces of advice from Tess. She’s not pushing as much, but she also doesn’t speak as carefully, as if I would lash out after a single wrong word.

“Well, all of them are still young, and now that we are in a slightly safer place, it’s not surprising. Yet it doesn’t make it less annoying,” Tess adds.

As the two women talk, I just listen while practicing infusing my mana and kinetic or thermal energy. I shape them into orbs and keep trying to apply them to my skills. My goal is still to replicate alghouls’ flames and infuse my flames with disruptive mana. It’s surprisingly difficult, more so than I expected.

“Are they at least practicing?” Maya asks, offering me some dried fruit from a small pouch she brought as snacks.

I take it and, while chewing, I nod. “Kim… Min-Jae practices the most, but everyone else does too. It doesn’t feel like they are totally slacking. They’re just enjoying some free moments here and there while still being aware of our surroundings.” I take another piece and inspect it before eating. Tasty; I’ll have to find more of it.

“Oh, he asked you to use his first name?” Maya asks with a hint of surprise in her voice.

“Yes,” I confirm.

“First name?” Tess asks as well, taking another sip from her bottle.

“Kim is South Korean, and they usually introduce themselves by their surnames. Kim is a surname, and Min-Jae is a first name. The order is switched compared to us. Usually, only family and closest friends call them by their first names.”

“Oh, that’s…” Tess realizes the implications of that.

Yup, it looks like little Kim considers me a close friend, something like an older brother figure.

 







 

Momthaniel, Brothaniel, Natbro, Natmom.

Hmm, how should I call myself now? And how the heck did that happen? I’m acting like an asshole most of the time, so why do so many of these kids look at me like that? They should be scared and do some fun stuff I can watch when bored, not annoying me.

Be ready to stab me in the back at any time, talk shit about me. Anything that would make it easy to deal with situations where… I stop, I shake my head. They have to be doing it on purpose after discovering my weakness. Devious little twerps.

Hell-difficulty people are all dangerous.

So why is it even my weakness? Is it because I had a kind of messed-up childhood around their age? Is it because their stupid naive faces are somewhat cute? Little jerks, all of them.

Anyway, back to Tess, who’s staring at me, “What?” I ask her.

“Are you flying, Nat?”

“Not really, just floating,” I answer and continue to focus on keeping myself afloat with kinetic energy generated by my heart. I move it delicately and keep releasing it gently, instead of using force like the way I did up until now.

“Seems difficult,” Tess says and moves closer to the edge of the roof, sitting there with her legs hanging over the edge.

Meanwhile, I’m floating just a bit in front of her, above an empty space around three stories going down beneath me. Yes, it’s difficult, but don’t I look graceful? It’s time to improve; I can’t continue using my poor man’s version of flying forever.

“Lily was asking for you. Kim too, even Hadwin,” she said, tilting her head slightly. I feel her mana reach out to me, and she starts to observe what I’m doing to keep myself afloat.

I let her and respond, “There are two days remaining until we meet with the king, so I plan to train a lot and on my own. I slacked off quite a bit the first day and helped everyone.”

“I see,” Tess’s mana continues to observe me, and I sense that even her [Psychokinesis] joins in. “I guess it’s better if they don’t rely on you that much and practice on their own. You can’t be here forever giving them pointers.”

“Something like that. Primarily, it’s super annoying,” when I say that, Tess lets out a short laugh, and I continue, “and they should be mastering their skills. Only getting advice from me might help in the short term, but in the future, it will hurt them.” I send a bit more kinetic energy out and let myself float a bit higher while moving slightly from side to side. “Sure, I will share some good stuff if I feel like it, but there is a limit to it.”

I pause as my senses catch something. “Edwal is coming,” I say to Tess and then land on the roof next to her.

Then we wait as from far in the distance, golden lightning cracks, and we see Edwal flying through the air. No, it’s not flying, he lands on the ground, and then, without causing any damage to the cobblestones, he jumps through the air so quickly and far that it looks like he’s flying. He does it a few times, jumping from roofs, roads, and even from some common areas, and with shining armor around him, the young blonde man lands on the roof just a little bit near us.

“Hello, Miss Hansen, Nathaniel,” he greets us almost as if we’re friends and smiles at us.

I then feel a pulse of mana from him as he quickly detects everyone else in the house and then turns to us. “Well, I just wanted to say that I’m disappointed, quite disappointed,” he takes another step toward us and then hands us a bag of silver color, a ball big enough to fit a watermelon in.

At the bottom of the bag, blood is leaking through and dripping onto the roof, “I did not expect any of you to try to escape,” he is still smiling, but the aura around him is more dangerous now, and even his eyes seem saner, “To be honest, I’m quite surprised you were able to escape my detection and cross the wall without triggering an alert, but that’s it,” he throws the bag at me, and I catch it.

Then I also send my detection through the manor, locating everyone inside. I open the bag and pull out the head of a dead man, the last remaining member of hard difficulty, Icy guy.

I put the head back inside the bag and then burn it with a continuous dark yellow flame, “I would like to tell you that this man didn’t come here with us, and we left him behind, in between the white and blue walls. At the place you called the garden for your king’s pets,” I inform him, and I feel Tess immediately calming down.

The handsome blonde man then stares at me for a long moment and smiles again.

I don’t know why he went to that place, but I do know that he is not normal. His eyes are absent as he looks at me. He is trying too hard to not admit to himself that he screwed up. He doesn’t want to admit that his mind is on the verge of breaking after thousands of years in this place and that some details he just keeps forgetting or not putting together.

Edwal is still smiling, as if the simple act of forcing his lips to twist into a smile makes him feel slightly better, “It doesn’t matter that much. He was dealt with anyway.”

Golden lightning starts crackling around his body, and he bows with his right hand on his chest. “Miss Hansen, Nathaniel.” When he straightens up, he jumps far into the distance, lightning trailing behind.

But I do notice that this time, he is using more energy and less effectively. He is moving it more aggressively, and there are also some cracks on the roof he jumped from, unlike when he got here before.
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Chapter 170 - Camaraderie


                Yeah, Sparkledouche is bonkers. Gone, not that well. He said adios to his sanity and jumped over the cliff. He locked it up and threw the key away. No matter how much he tries to cling to what I guess is life from before the Decay, he is not normal.

I don’t know if it’s caused by the Decay or by thousands of years of life, and to be honest, I do not care that much. He is someone that we will need to deal with.

I spent an hour running around the inner city. I practice my poor man’s version of flying, but I also try to look for any signs of life. There are none. I also didn’t find any burial grounds, no skeletons, no corpses. I try to check the tower as well, but the moment I reach out towards it with my mana, I get attacked by something that felt like a slap for sticking my nose where I should not.

So my current suspicion is that only the king, Saint, and three warriors remain, and they were like this for god knows how long.

The last people from the old order clinging to life in their beautiful yet so sickeningly fake city.

It leaves a bad taste in my mouth. But it doesn’t matter. The objective of the Floor quest is clear: Put the saint to final rest, and I will do just that. It doesn’t matter if it will finish this place, destroying the barrier that keeps them safe against Decay.

There is also the option of staying in this place for the remaining 5 years and then getting summoned back to Earth. It’s something that I already refused. 

I need to push ahead, get stronger, and not be held back by some pity for the shadows of the people who have most likely already been dead for thousands of years.

Now then, back to theorizing. I was once again thinking about my trait. A trait is something I got on the first floor, and humans can have only 3 traits with the possibility of strengthening each of these traits. I already strengthened mine once.

Mana Circuit (Passive) This integrates a network of mana channels throughout the user’s body, optimizing the distribution of mana and amplifying the power of their mana-based abilities without additional mana consumption. This enhancement allows the user to draw upon their mana more efficiently, resulting in more potent spells and abilities while reducing overall mana expenditure. The effect of strengthening: Increased Mana Density:The Mana Circuit can now hold a greater density of mana, effectively increasing the user’s mana capacity and the power of their mana-based abilities.

I’m still quite happy with it as I’ve noticed plenty of times the difference between my handling of mana and the handling of mana of others. Of course, [Mana Manipulation] helps a lot, but the trait is also important.

Currently, I’m looking at the trait as some sort of strong passive that is possible to upgrade. Up until now, I didn’t see any way of upgrading passive skills other than the upgrade token which seems to be super rare, and I wouldn’t be surprised if I don’t see that upgrade token ever again.

So, the trait is a passive that is possible to upgrade, but right now, it feels weak. I mean, you can have only 3 of them, so they better get stronger in the future. But to be honest, even the current Mana Circuit trait feels stronger than the rare-graded passive, Mana Flow, that I got some time ago. So maybe they are not that bad?

Another theory is that traits are changing the body while passives are just using possibilities that already exist inside the body. More observation is needed.

I snap back to reality and start listening to the others inside the living room, which all of us occupy late at night. The room is lit by a few dim lamps only, and there is plenty of food, and drinks on the table. Even the mood seems decently nice.

I’m sitting in the corner in a massive armchair that I declared mine, and Biscuit is here as well, for which I’m rewarded with a few glances from Isabella. I also think that she used her fire skill to pull some warmth from the air around me in a similar way I do with my skill.

Instead of disrupting her attack, I just turn some kinetic energy of my kinetic mana heart into thermal and send it through my body, feeling a nice, comfortable warmth spread through. Biscuit seems to like it as well and snuggles closer, his eyes still closed.

I reach out and flop his ears a few times and pet his head, to which he breathes out gently and continues to sleep.

Mine.

“Want some?” Tess, who’s split from the group, gives me a glass filled with some drink. “It doesn’t contain a lot of alcohol and it tastes really nice. No idea though what it is.” She shrugs her shoulders, and I take the glass, taking a sip.

“Mmm, I like it.”

“I will bring you more,” Tess smiles at me.

Before she leaves, I stop her, “Tess, some time ago you told me that I have changed, but I think you’ve also changed a little bit,” I say quietly while using [Resonance] to make sure no one behind Tess hears it.

She pauses for a moment, and I can see that she’s thinking, “Maybe? Or maybe it is easier to be myself,” she continues to look at me. Her mana reaches out, and she also adds to my [Resonance] with her [Psychokinesis], totally isolating us from the others.

I’m sitting, and she stands just a bit in front of me.

“You know about camaraderie in the army, Nat?” she starts, and I shake my head, so she continues, “In the army, some soldiers on active duty, the ones we send to fight outside of our country, often spend a lot of time together. They fight, they risk their lives, and they learn to trust each other. It takes a while, but camaraderie builds between them. They eat together, they talk together, they fight together. They rely on each other; they all go through the same experiences, and that’s what connects them.”

She moves a bit closer, squats, and starts poking Biscuit’s belly while still looking at me. “From what I’ve heard, for these men, it feels like everything they do matters. They feel alive, they feel companionship. It’s like they fit somewhere and people need them.”

Biscuit opens one eye, and seeing it’s Tess, he closes it again.

“The sad part for some of them is having to return back. Leaving their brothers in arms, and going back to their old lives. It’s safe, they don’t have to fight, they are not scared of some random attack, but there is something missing. The relationships they now have feel so weak, so fake, so shallow in comparison to the ones forged in life and death situations.”

Tess stands up and smiles at me, “So, Nat, you might not feel it yet, because you like to avoid people, but it’s different for me. This place is dangerous, and I could die at any time. And yes, it would be much safer if I just stayed with you. The two of us could easily climb the floors and survive the tutorial and Beyond. I know that. But Nat, I’m starting to feel like I care for others. Kids, Maya, Hadwin, and even Sophie. No one is normal, and some of us are murderers. We don’t even trust each other yet.” She moves a strand of her blonde hair off her face, and her eyes feel like they are piercing me, “But I, too, am not without any mistakes. I want to befriend them, and I want us to go through this adventure together. Through this dangerous, at times sad and shitty adventure.”

Tess then leaves, her skill stops blocking the sounds, and I’m left sitting there and thinking.

As for her decision, it’s up to her either way. She can do whatever she wants and then deal with consequences or be happy with results. And me? I’m not good at this so that’s for future Nathaniel to deal with. Step by step.

Soon they become too loud for my taste, so I stand up and leave. Time for a nice warm shower before I get to sleep for an hour or two.

 







 

POV Sophie Martinez

The moment Nathaniel leaves, I notice that Lily’s mood becomes a bit less cheery, and the look in her eyes changes a bit as she looks at Tess, who is already sitting with us after talking with Nathaniel. I would like to know what they talked about that they needed to combine two skills for us to not hear, but it seems that Lily is even more curious.

“Are you sure you are not dating Nat, Tess?” Lily asks.

Oho, this is interesting. It’s been a while since I listened to some relationship drama. My ears perk up, and I pay more attention to them. After days when we could die at any time, this feels refreshing. Currently, there are only Maya, Tess, Isabella sleeping with her head on my lap, and Lily. Hadwin and the boys left soon after Nathaniel.

“Lily, you don’t have to worry. As I said, there isn’t such a relationship between me and Nat.”

My gaze switches back to Lily, who pouts slightly. “I am not worried or anything, Tess,” Lily says.

At that moment, Tess reveals a bit of her sometimes cheeky side and pokes at the younger girl, “Maybe I’m more interested in someone else, Lily.” As Tess says so, her eyes change a bit, and her smile becomes… dangerous.

Tess is tall; her hair is a beautiful shade of blond, and her contours are sharp. And as she stares down at Lily, I can say without hesitation that Tess is pretty. It’s not a traditional beauty, but she is.

Maybe it is the alcohol we are drinking that makes all of us a bit more open and in control of ourselves, but I’m starting to enjoy it. The stuff we drink must be special to cause this to us even though we have strengthened bodies.

“Tess?” Lily seems almost scared as Tess reaches out and caresses her chin.

Tess then laughs shortly and stops, “Sorry, Lily, I had to tease you a little bit. I hope you don’t mind.” Her eyes seem to be smiling even as she says so.

“What do you even see in Nathaniel, Lily?” Maya joins the conversation. She is the oldest one among us and probably the most experienced when it comes to relationships.

“He is handsome,” Lily says shortly.

What?

“And the look in his eyes when he gets serious. It’s like he is looking down at the entire world and challenging it. It’s hot.”

What, what, what?

Unknowing what I’m doing, I straighten up my posture and listen carefully. Is the girl I thought fell for Nathaniel because he saved her from being thrown at Cinderbear just going after his looks? Sure, he is somewhat handsome, especially now when he is wearing these clothes that fit him so well, and his face becomes somewhat softer when he is in a good mood.

But really? That guy is a maniac.

“Lily, stop joking and do not tease Sophie that much,” Tess giggles and turns to me. Maya joins as well, and Lily looks at me, her eyes shining deviously.

What?

“You have to be careful, Sophie. Innocent little Lily might not look like it, but she can be quite cheeky at times. You will get used to it.” Tess says.

Lily is sitting here, smiling slightly, but I remember the look in her eyes when she talked about Nathaniel and the way she looks at him. Are you really sure she was joking, Tess?

Then the conversation continues, and I notice how carefully Tess manipulates it. She is friendly but not too nosy, and she leads the conversation to things that are easy to share or smile at while avoiding dangerous topics.

It’s not like distrust between us has disappeared or as if we became best friends, not even friends. They still seem distant because of what I did before and because my skill that makes them nervous, but the atmosphere between us feels slightly lightened, just a bit.

 I notice myself joining more and more in Tess’s carefully controlled conversations.

After another thirty minutes I catch myself smiling and only then do I realize how much I missed pointless conversations like this.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Last chapter of the week. If you haven’t followed the story yet, please do so!

Have a nice weekend, and see you soon.



The next week will be cliffy.



                



Chapter 171 - The Tower


                “So I do it like this,” Lily lifts up her hand, and in a burst of white light, her pinkie disappears. At the same moment, I feel mana in her body rise up, even if only slightly.

I’m not jealous at all, not even a little bit. 

What she did now is [Sacrifice] her finger to raise her mana a little bit. Her skill allows her to do that and probably more. She can regrow the sacrificed finger, and it will cost her more mana than she gained from it, but the main advantage is that she can get mana immediately when needed, even if she is out of her reserves and catch an unsuspecting enemy by surprise.

Heck, she can sacrifice her entire arm to get much more. In the future, she might be able to sacrifice items or even people… okay, this is getting weird, but there are so many options.

“Lily, that’s cool as heck,” I say honestly, and the petite black-haired girl laughs.

“Right?” she says. “It doesn’t even hurt, so that’s another bonus. I’m currently trying to apply it to strengthening my skills instead of turning it into mana.”

“Good idea. Also, just by the way, aren’t you getting a bit taller?”

“Oh, you noticed! Do you remember when I told you that I was able to make my arm a bit stronger as I restored it? I did something similar, and I’m slowly making myself taller.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. I thought you were cute as you are,” I say absentmindedly while also thinking about the ways I would use her [Sacrifice]. 

Puppies, kittens, and other animals are all cute when they are small. I bet even the Cinderbear would look cute as heck if he was as big as Biscuit. If Lily grows taller, pinching her nose and teasing her won’t be as much fun.

“Anyway, continue doing what you do. I will go and practice on my own for a bit,” I wave at her before leaving.

“I won’t mess with my height anymore!” I hear her shout as I leave the room.

 







 

“This is what we found. Edwal saw us looking around and taking stuff, but he didn’t seem to mind at all, so we went all around the city looking for blacksmiths, armories, and places like that,” Hadwin points at a bunch of weapons and armor on the ground. Every single one of them is of an uncommon rarity at most; nothing higher.

“Edwal’s armor seems to be rare or most likely even higher, and there might be good stuff in the tower, but the city is either cleared, or it’s limited by the system,” Hadwin scratches his hand while turning to me.

“Well, it’s something, so just take whatever you want,” I say, and to be honest, I’m quite disappointed. I expected some great loot, maybe even mana stones which I could observe, yet everything is just uncommon.

“As for other stuff, we already packed a lot of food, clothes, some valuables, and we split them into multiple stashes that we put all over the city—some closer to the wall, others closer to the tower,” Hadwin says.

Yup, that’s how we spent our time. Well, Hadwin and Tess did. I wasn’t joking when I said I would just leech off them while only practicing. Anyway, the idea is to gather food, water, clothes, and small but super valuable items like jewelry and have them prepared. Then we can take them to the 4th floor. Maybe we will need food, or maybe we can sell valuables to buy nice stuff on the 4th floor. We don’t know yet, but it’s nice to have such options.

The stashes are big but easy to throw through the entrance with our strengthened bodies. Damn, now that I think about it, we could be super rich, looking at the stuff we stole from all over the empty city.

It was Hadwin’s idea, and I confirmed that there shouldn’t be a problem with Edwal, “How are you progressing with your skills?” I ask him. Maybe I can offer him a piece of advice or two. I really like that he came up with the idea of collecting all these things.

“Tess already told me about the training regimen you recommended, and even though it sounds weird, it works surprisingly well. It helped me focus my skill on smaller parts of my body. I can now save some mana, and the practice improved my activation speed.” the older man says.

Yup, Hadwin’s [Strengthening] skill allows him to strengthen anything he holds and his body—his skin, muscles, bones. All this kind of stuff. He decided to focus on this skill and on his weaker self-healing skill. This combination is slowly turning him into a really durable man.

Heck, if he gets good armor, and on top of that strengthens it, and also makes his weapons durable while improving his self-heal? Hadwin might be close to impossible to kill.

He also got an upgrade token and is saving it a bit. With the information we shared, he decided that he will reach level 100, get his body upgraded, and then use the upgrade token to enhance his Constitution.

Love the idea. A more durable Hadwin means I might actually be able to try creating some constructs for him. I could learn so much, and it could make him even more tied to me and cooperative. It’s not much of a bother, and I can gain a lot, so I don’t mind.

Hadwin is also capable when it comes to dealing with people and has good ideas. Obviously, I still don’t trust him fully, but right now, I’m much stronger, so it’s quite a bit easier to treat him somewhat… gentler when I know he is almost no threat to me.

Another thing is that he understands my priorities. For example, if someone ever came and forced me to pick between my sister, Victoria, or the entire group 4, I would save Victoria without any hesitation.

I think I wouldn’t like it because some of the members have kind of grown on me, but I still know who is more important to me, and I think most people are like that. It’s just that I’m more honest with myself or weird enough to think about such stuff.

Anyway, if I get strong enough, there won’t be any need for such bullshitty situations. I will just do whatever I want, and it will be me screwing over some other guy.

“I will go. I have some training with Kim, and then we will be going through a few more buildings that seem interesting.” Hadwin picks the bag from the ground as he says so.

“Sure, just do whatever Edwal tells you, and do not piss him off. He seems like he is about to snap at any moment.” I warn him.

“Totally, I already noticed it.” Hadwin leaves, and I get back to my training. I’m carefully weakening my passive that fortifies my body the more mana I have, and I’m trying to take control of my recently doubled-up mana pool.

Unlike back on the first floor, I know much better what to do, and with the help of Mana Cycling, I rush mana through my body and continue to improve my hold over it.

 







 

I practice, enjoy the shower, eat some hidden sweets, and practice more. I do not join others anymore, staying closed in my room, I continue working on my skills. A day and a half passes like that.

It’s enjoyable as always. I put in effort and get rewarded, either by learning something new or by notifications. My level itself doesn’t increase, but it doesn’t matter. My mana doubled so that itself is like over 100 levels.

So I work on getting used to this power. I would like to go for another round of active tempering, but I can barely handle my mana when I weaken passives or constructs, so instead, I just slow down.

I continue to improve my control over what I already have.

I check my stats after a long while.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 231d 23h 33m 16s

Traits (1/3): Mana Circuit (Passive)

Lvl 124

Strength: 46

Dexterity: 43

Constitution: 115

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 372 + 372



[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 34

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 37

Perception - Lvl 32

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 35

Armament - Lvl 32

Mana Surge - Lvl 24

Mana Infusion - Lvl 26

Resonance - Lvl 19



Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)



Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)



Tokens:

[Beyond Difficulty entrance token]

There are no new side quests and the only thing that’s left is to wait, and I do just that. The silence of the big room feels refreshing after a few days of helping other members of the group or just talking or listening to them.

So the last night in the manor, I do not sleep and continue to move my mana while the room is lit only by a few orbs that I keep moving around and filling with bits of thermal energy. Soon two become five, five become ten, and then I end up with around one hundred of them.

Some of them are smaller, and others are bigger, all of them glowing in a similar dark yellow color that lights the room as they float around.

At some point, I pull them all towards me and join them into a single orb as big as a basketball. I push, and the ball becomes smaller, and the light starts changing a little bit. The big orb shrinks and becomes as small as a golf ball, the color turning golden. The thermal energy is lazily swirling inside and emitting pretty light while threatening to explode at any moment. It’s not radiating any heat anymore; instead, all of the energy is stored inside.

Without any hesitation, I resonate mana along my finger and cut into my belly, and before the wound heals–under the influence of the saint’s aura–I push the orb inside. Then the wound closes, and the orb stays in the space between the organs.

I shift my Mantle a little bit to cover it, then I sacrifice part of my [Focus] to keep [Resonance] surrounding the orb while turning the kinetic energy my heart generates into thermal energy and feeding it to the orb. Another part of my [Focus] then puts a hold on the orb and keeps it from exploding as I feed it more and more energy.

I do it through the night. I continue even through the morning, and when Edwal comes to take us to the tower, the small ball is filled to a terrifying degree. Yet I continue even as we walk through the streets and toward the tower.

The tower is even more imposing up close. Tall and seamless, with a lone door at the bottom. The door opens, and another man steps out. He introduces himself as Aias, one of the three warriors of the last king, the same as Edwal. Aias is much taller than any of us, easily towering over us and looking down at us. He is also wearing armor similar to Edwal’s, but I don’t feel the same connection Edwal’s armor has toward the tower from his. Instead, the sword on his waist has such a connection. A beautiful silver blade with simple ornaments. Simple but deadly-looking.

We enter the tower, and the doors slam shut behind us.

            


Chapter 172 - The last king


                The third and last warrior we meet inside the tower is a woman called Nylian. A tall redhead with a sharp look in her eyes. She also wears similar armor to the other two but it’s the bracelet on her left arm that is connected to somewhere in the middle of the tower.

In silence, we walk through the hallway, our steps echoing around the hall. Walls on each side are painted with beautiful sceneries of mountains, forests, or lakes, and are lit by lights at the ceiling that brighten the hallway reminiscent of daylight.

We reach something that I quickly identify as an elevator and step in, only for the elevator to start moving upwards, slowly but without any shake. It’s to the point it almost feels as if the world around us is sinking down.

Out of nowhere, Edwal giggles but quickly stops. The other two ignore it as if it’s something they’ve gotten used to.

“How long do you think they will last?” the tall man called Aias asks redhead Nylian.

The woman looks all over and even sends some mana toward us, “Few hundred years? The one with differently colored eyes will probably last much longer, I know his type.” She then shrugs her shoulders.

[Ethereal Battlemage - lvl ??]

“Nylian, that’s quite rude to say in front of our guests,” Edwal keeps smiling and turns to me, “Apologies for my colleague, Nathaniel. She can be quite rude sometimes, however, she is a great servant of the king.”

“I guess, sorry for that. It’s hard to keep my act together after all this time so I tend to slip up,” surprisingly the redhead apologizes with a sigh.

Then the tall man moves a bit closer, “It’s all up to the king how we deal with them. If he says so we will kill them. If he decides to keep them we can befriend them afterward. It’s useless to do anything right now.”

[Steel Sentinel - lvl ??]

“I personally hope to keep them. They are fun to watch. They spend days going through the city, collecting trinkets,” Edwal laughs a bit but quickly apologetically waves his hand at us, “Nothing against that, it’s just that I find it funny, that’s all.”

“Edwal, when was the last time you slept?” there is a hint of worry in Nylian´s voice. The woman’s face even shows something I could describe as pity.

“You know I don’t like to sleep, Nyl,” At that moment Edwal looks somewhat sad but then he quickly smiles, “Let’s not talk about such things in front of our guests, there is no need to worry them with frivolous matters. Anyway, we are almost there.” The elevator finally stops and the doors open on their own revealing another hallway.

Again in silence, we follow the three warriors towards the silver door at the end of the hallway. As before, they also open by themselves and we enter a surprisingly small throne room.

There is a table made out of white wood in the middle of the room. The top of the table seems to be carved from grayish stone; at the head of the table, there is a chair that could be a throne, massive, yet somewhat comfortable looking even through all of the opulence.

Next to the throne, there is a smaller chair of similar style. On the opposite side of the table, there are three more chairs.

Five chairs, one for the king, another one for his saint, and three for the king’s warriors. 

Five chairs for the last remaining people from the era that started thousands of years ago.

The king is an ordinary-looking man. He is dressed in casual clothes, of average height and his hair is brown and curly. On top of his head, a simple crown rests, a crown made from silver metal with blue ornaments that is connected to someplace in the middle of the tower in a similar way to Edwal’s armor, Nylian’s bracelet, and Aias’s sword are.

There is also a short sword on the king’s waist, also connected to that place.

“We will have to kill them,” that’s the first thing the king says. His voice is firm and bears no hesitation, but there is something like a hint of sadness in it.

His warriors do not even hesitate, as if they practiced it they put their right hands on their chests and bow slightly, “Yes,” they say all at once and Edwal adds a question, “Right now, Your Majesty?”

“There is no need to do it right now, we are not savages. We will offer them the last meal and then they can decide if they would like to die on their own or by our hands.” The king fully turns to us and his eyes are beautifully green as he looks us up and down.

[Harmonic Disperser - lvl ??]

“Black-haired girl with healing powers will stay alive.” As if that’s all the king turns around.

The three warriors immediately replace the table with a bigger one and bring in more chairs and start setting up the table while we watch it. I don’t even have to have Isabella’s skill to feel how nervous the others are, surrounded by people much more powerful than them and probably insanely hard to kill.

I told them before, but the healing aura is much stronger for them thanks to the connection their equipment has to that place in the tower. Place or a person, the Saint.

“So Miss Saint was the Absolute of your planet?” I ask as I sit down, and at that moment, everyone freezes. My group, warriors, even the king.

Yet, I continue, still the only one sitting and already reaching out for sweets on the table, “I think it’s unfortunate that she died,” I ignore the king’s aura that starts pushing on me, “You know, I have a really funny theory,” I say as the steps sound in the room; it’s the king moving towards where I sit, mana already moving through his body.

“I will make it quick. Ms. Saint died. Mr. King didn’t want to die yet, so he kept it secret and somehow kept her body alive to keep generating a healing field. Then the Decay appeared, twisted mana that started radiating from her body after her death together with her healing aura. Am I close?” I ask.

The king stops, and I move my hand, throwing one of the glasses off the table. The sound of shattering glass deafeningly resonates in the eerily quiet room, “Oh my bad! Silly me. Anyway, you said we could have dinner before you kill us, right? A king wouldn’t go back on his word, right?”

I’m calm, so calm it nearly scares me. My body is heating up, my mind is sharp as always when I fight, and my heart is beating wildly. I also feel the intense heat from the orb full of thermal energy that is at the point it’s starting to leak some, and constant heat burns my insides, only to be healed by the regenerative aura of the Saint.

My hand is not shaking at all when I grab the glass and pour myself some drink from the table.

The king’s oppressive pressure disappears, and he smiles at me; it’s a gentle, understanding smile as if he is dealing with a silly child, “Obviously, I won’t go back on my word,” then he gestures, and with a flash of golden lightning, Edwal appears next to him, pulling out a chair and seating the king.

Three warriors then start moving around, seating others as well before disappearing outside, probably to prepare some food.

The king stays alone with us in the room, yet there is no worry at all; he is smiling gently and totally ignoring others, his eyes fixed on me, “Nathaniel, I guess?” he asks, and like everyone else, he doesn’t touch any sweets on the table nor takes any drink, but I guess his reason is different from the remaining members of group 4.

“Edwal did mention you, and I have to agree with him; you are really something else,” the king laughs again. It’s the fakest laugh I ever heard; there isn’t even a hint of honesty in it. It’s the learned and thousands of times practiced laugh, a laugh that lost its meaning a long time ago.

It’s as if a programmed machine does that, not knowing why, but knowing that it should laugh. The king is the same. An empty shell of the man who once was powerful enough to lead the entire kingdom.

“So, Nathaniel, it’s as you said. Miss Saint is dead, and she has been dead for a long time, and trust me when I say a long time, it really is a long time,” he pauses, and when I do not react, he continues, “You are using the word ‘Absolute‘ freely, but I can hear in your tone that you do not understand its meaning fully. Absolute is a title that isn’t lightly given and nor should be mentioned flippantly. I would like to say that you will learn about that more in the future, but that’s not the case,” He then adjusts his already perfect clothes and slightly shifts his sword and crown on his head.

“Ms. Saint was such a person. An Absolute. She was thousands of years old before I was even born. Powerful and eternally beautiful,” For the first time, his eyes seem a bit alive, yet that hint of life doesn’t reach his face, “You should have seen her back then. I never met a more regal person in my life and never will.”

At that moment, the warriors, Edwal, Nylian, and Aias enter the room, all of them holding silver plates full of food. Even as they barely enter, I can smell the amazing aroma of it all.

They move nimbly as if they have gotten used to it and serve it all on the table.

First for the king, who also patiently waits as they do so. They are silent the entire time, and their movements are machine-like.

For me, all of them look like empty shells pretending to be humans and waiting to die. Minds broken and twisted after thousands of years of near solitude with just the four of them around. Unable or unwilling to befriend surviving natives.

“One day Miss Saint died. I still don’t know if she took her life or if some old enemy found a way to kill her. Yet even then, her body stayed alive; there were no wounds visible, all healed by her powers. Her heart, her skills keeping her body in perfect state even after her consciousness disappeared.” King’s eyes become distant.

I sit in the middle of the table, and to my right are all of the warriors, with members of group four sitting in between me and the last king.

“I see her every morning. She lies on her bed, looking as if she is about to wake up at any moment, her heart beating even after she died and radiating all of this beautiful power. At first, after her death, we left her like that; hoping that she would heal. Then, after years of mourning and waiting, my court suggested keeping her body alive so that we and everyone in the city could live longer, as none of us have attained such a level of longevity.” The silence that ensues feels full of shame, and the king smiles again, so fakely, “Then the Decay came, and we finally tried to destroy her body, but we were unable to do so. Unsurprisingly, someone hired assassins to kill all the people who might be capable of overpowering her healing or possessing skills at a high enough level to counter it.”

He fills his glass and gestures at me, “But it doesn’t matter now; we won’t ever try to hurt her again. No one other than me will ever look at her. Forever she will be mine, and I will guard her and defend her until she heals her own mind.” The king’s eyes shine with a crazy light as he says so, “But now, then, Nathaniel and your friends, let’s start dinner! The last dinner of your lives, as I promised. And after it’s done, we will kill you.”

“I see,” I say. I use [Resonance] and dig my hand into my belly and pull out the orb. I lift up my hand with the orb and point it at the three warriors on my right side. Expressions on their faces quickly change from confused to dangerous, yet they move slowly, not worried and relying on their healing they got used to over the millennia. Only Edwal seems to feel the danger.



I release all the thermal energy I was collecting while reducing the area they affect to make the flames much more concentrated. A blaze of golden flames envelops part of the room in front of me and the three warriors, burning and melting everything in its path without even leaving ash behind.



[You have defeated the Ethereal Battlemage - lvl 183]

[You have defeated the Steel Sentinel - lvl 179]

[Lvl 124 > Lvl 127]

[Redistribution - lvl 35 > Redistribution - lvl 36]

I then stand up; the orb from my hand is gone, depleted of all thermal energy in a single brilliant blast of golden flames.



“Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass,” I say to the king.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Patreon is ahead by 30 chapters > Patreon

Discord still exists > Discord

 

Open at your own risk:


My boy Cinderbear and I, every time I end a chapter with a cliffhanger.
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Chapter 173 - Unshackled


                POV Kim Min-Jae

Nylian and Aias immediately disappear in a blast of golden flames that engulf them entirely. The flames exploded toward where Nat was pointing, right at the trio of warriors sitting to his right.

Golden flames devoured everything in their path. A huge part of the room is gone—walls, ceiling, furniture. The door we entered through. All melted from existence, and the remaining uneven edges where the flames struck still glow red-hot.

Even though Nathaniel’s attack was pointed away from us, the heat fills the entire room. 

I scream from pain as I feel the heat on my skin to the point where serious burns appear on my skin. I smell burned hair; some clothes catch on fire, and I hear multiple members of our group groaning painfully as well as Biscuit howling, surprised by the side effect of Nathaniel’s attack.

Our wounds immediately start healing, and I can see them closing in front of my eyes, yet it hurts so much. When I look around I see Lily breathing heavily as she holds her burned hand, Aaron and Dennis also groan in pain.

Then Nathaniel turns toward us, toward the king and the remaining warrior, Edwal, who was able to escape and now stands by the king’s side.

Half of Nathaniel’s face is burned to the bone, his skin and flesh gone. Burns cover most of the right side of his body, and his right hand is a charred and blackened husk.

Yet he doesn’t care. He says something in a casual tone, and I feel my heart beat wildly.

Right now, even terribly wounded, he seems invincible, and even though I got wounded by him, I can’t help but feel deep admiration for him.

He is everything I always wanted to be.

 







 

No one is moving, and I use this opportunity to let the healing aura heal my wounds. It’s not as quick as I would like it to be, but it’s enough. I’m still able to fight, and half of the enemy forces are gone.

The king and Edwal both look like they don’t know what to do or feel. For the first time, I see genuine confusion on their faces, as if they can’t understand what happened. They just stare toward where Aias and Nylian were. The only things remaining after them are the beautiful sword and bracelet; my flames were unable to damage them at all.

Yet, it was enough. I compressed the flames as much as possible, massively reducing the area of the explosion, and burned their bodies faster than they were able to regenerate.

The others got hit by heat I wasn’t able to control, but that much is fine; it will regenerate fairly quickly.

“This is really confusing. I don’t know how to feel,” the king shifts the crown on his head, and the remaining warrior only waits for orders. Edwal has lightning cracking around his body, and his initially shocked face smiles again. He forces himself to do so and even laughs shortly as he looks toward where the bracelet and sword are.

I absorb the heat from the room and turn it into kinetic energy, adding more to it. Then I shoot it at the king in a thin cone.

The king´s head explodes and his body flails around while the crown falls to the ground.

Before I do anything else, the head is back, regenerated at dizzying speed. The king casually bends down, grabs, and puts the crown back on his head, “I consider this dinner to be ruined already, so why don’t you take care of your guests, Edwal?”

Immediately I boost my body, and Edwal appears in front of me; his pale blue eyes are cold. His fist hits my chest while he is barely slowed down by [Redistribution].

I crash against the wall, not wounded because of how much mana I’m using to strengthen myself. The armor barely forms around my body, and Edwal hits me again. Golden lightning trails his limbs and strikes my body, burning it. 

Everywhere the lightning hits me, the wounds heal slower.

I release a blast of kinetic energy, and Edwal is thrown away; half of his face is missing but healing already at a speed that is much higher than mine.

The javelin pierces his body, and the red and white lightning flows through it. For a moment that lighting clashes against his own golden one, and both disappear. Then the javelin flies back to Tess.

I exchange a simple glance with Tess and boost my body, running toward the king, who is already fighting against the others.

Hadwin gets thrown against the wall, and when Sophie tries to control him, the king just cuts off his own head and quickly regrows it back; then, before Sophie has a chance to manipulate him again, he molds some mana into a projectile that shoots at her.

Sophie doesn’t hesitate and reaches out toward it; [Manipulation] interferes with the projectiles and makes them miss. 

At the same moment, blue flames engulf the king, but he only takes a single step, and stomps, and the flames disappear as if blown away by wind. The projectiles that I shoot at him disappear in the same way, deleted out of existence.

Hadwin charges the man again, and the king casually sidesteps and kicks the older man, right toward Sophie, who barely dodges. Isabella’s flames disappear once again, and another projectile is shot at Sophie when she tries to manipulate him again.

Meanwhile, with [Perception], I see Tess exchanging hits with Edwal, lightning cracking around their bodies, while Min-Jae continues to shoot projectiles at the blonde warrior. When given the opportunity he also continues to make his body heavier.

The twins move quickly and with perfect sync, dodging even Edwal’s quick slashes, and sometimes when Edwal hits them, they disappear, just an illusion created by their skill.

My dark yellow flames blaze into existence and in a stream as thick as my wrist hit the King, who just stands there. The flames disappear the moment they get to a certain distance from him, and I continue to track his mana. The way he moves it and uses it.

The king is absorbing them. It’s as if he is taking them into some storage, and after a few seconds in this storage, they disappear totally. There seems to be a limit to that storage, but my flames don’t fill it at all. The limit of his store is massive, giant, and it will be impossible to overwhelm him like this.

My heart beats, and projectiles boosted by kinetic energy disappear as well, the absorption or storage skill ignoring the speed the projectiles are moving at. Kinetic energy disappears too. Orbs filled with tricolored mana as well, and the king’s ability isn’t even overwhelmed at all.

The king then pulls out his sword.

I dash at him at the same moment he dashes at Isabella, and his silver sword cuts through the rare dagger I got from Beyond. My mana, my [Resonance], do not stop him at all. I hit his body with mine before he reaches the little girl and then dodge his blade. This time I also try to cut off his arms.

His eyes smile, and his sword moves like a flash, confusing me and instead of me hitting him a deep wound appears on my chest. The wound is immediately healing, yet at a much slower speed than his wounds. 

He steps closer toward me.

I [Focus] and boost my body to the point it creaks under the pressure and slash against him. Then I watch, and in the black vision of the [Focus] as he blocks each of my strikes. As if teasing me, he doesn’t even cut my blade made of mana; he just lets it slide along his blade, showing immense skill with a weapon in his hand.

Then he kicks me, and the moment his leg touches me, I force my skill into overdrive and absorb all of the kinetic energy of the kick. I do not move at all, absorbing all the kinetic energy of his kick. It’s only as if he touched me with his leg.

A blast of kinetic energy, further strengthened by the one I was collecting, explodes the king´s hand, and the sword gets separated from his body.

Before I can grab it, another kick sends me flying, breaking a few ribs. Before I crash against the floor the king’s hand is already back, and he picks his sword up from the ground.

At that moment, Hadwin hits him with his shoulder, his body surrounded with [Disruption] and the king is sent flying, crashing through the remaining furniture in the room. 

Before Hadwin charges again, I use a bit of kinetic energy to throw him away from the path of attack from the king, and three mana projectiles hit the ground in an explosion of debris, and a shockwave is sent toward our surroundings.

I then see Edwal jumping out of the window and flying far into the distance, golden lightning trailing him. Without any hesitation, Tess jumps in a similar way, and the [Lightning Armor] around her body surrounds her in red and white sparks as she pushes herself far ahead. Min-Jae and the twins follow her quickly.

“It’s nice to see that Edwal is having some fun; it’s tough for him,” the king says as he fixes his clothes, his green eyes piercing, and for the first time, he looks like a ruler. Standing here proudly, surrounded by enemies, yet calm and confident.

“Hadwin, take the others and find where the saint is; Lily can kill her with her skill,” I take a step toward the king to block him from getting to the others.

In deep [Focus], I take on multiple of his attacks, ignoring the wounds on my body and slowly releasing my mana more and more. It puts pressure on me; it starts hurting me, but I’m getting healed constantly.

When the king rushes at Lily in a last attempt before they get out, I do not even hesitate for a moment. I charge him, my body breaking and healing under the strengthening and my mana. 

Then the king moves immensely quickly, much faster than before, and I feel a slash on my legs. Lily screams, and I see my cut-off legs flying through the air.

With a speed that is faster than I was able to reasonably manage, mana rushes through my body. It tears my circuit and hurts my brain. Then, instead of falling to the ground, I take a step and, instead of my cut-off legs, there is a replica made of translucent blue mana that I move as if I would move my body. 

Not missing a moment, I kick the king with a leg made of mana and cough up some blood. My head is spinning and I feel like falling down. The king laughs and even says something, but I do not listen. 

He also fires a mana projectile at Lily, who is being pulled away by Hadwin. However, a simple purple tentacle appears and effortlessly deflects it, which even surprises me. Biscuit woofs at me once and then disappears around the corner with the others.

I reach toward the ground and pick up a silver bracelet I was moving toward during the entire fight. The laugh immediately stops and he turns his full attention to me. I put the bracelet on my arm at the same moment the king rushes at me while shooting a few projectiles my way.

My [Resonance] activates, and I use the bracelet; I resonate with its mana and connect myself to the item and subsequently directly to the Saint´s healing aura. 

In a flash, my legs are restored and my wounds healed.

“How dare you!” he screams.

I ignore him and release my passives and constructs that were limiting my mana and the entirety of my mana pool reverberates around me. I use it to boost my body, and my limbs explode under the pressure only to be immediately restored. My brain hurts; my heart is tearing apart. But it’s all regenerating instantly.

Ignoring the pain, my kick sends the king flying away, the man unable to see my attack at all. 

Then I look at my hand and over my palm, an orb forms. Mana rushes inside of it, blue, light blue, and purple, swirling to the point where it starts to shine. The orb immediately fills to the brim while I disregard the wounds it causes me.

And then I do something I wanted to do for a long time. A thing I wanted to try ever since I realized that I might not use one of my skills the way it was intended to be used.

The orb fights against me, held back only by my mind that is getting healed as all of this pressure keeps wrecking it. I activate [Focus] and consolidate it. But this time I do not use it on myself. I turn it toward the mana over my hand. I grab it, I hold it, and then I [Focus] that mana to a much smaller point.

My body screams and regenerates as I do something I shouldn’t be able to do at my current level.

The mana that is about to explode stops and the orb becomes even smaller.

Its color changes. 

A small black orb hovers over the palm of my hand, and in that pitch-black darkness, tiny sparks shine like stars in the sky.

            


Chapter 174 - Revival


                “What have you done?” For the first time, the king’s voice bears emotion in it. “How do you have that mana!” he screams. “You shouldn’t be able to!”

The small black orb over the palm of my hand threatens to explode, so I force my mind into handling it, my body constantly regenerating at immense speed, allowing me to do something that would otherwise kill me.

I feel the orb start pulling mana from me on its own. I don’t even send it toward it, yet it absorbs bits of my mana that leak from my body now that I have all my passives and constructs deactivated. Everything else is unaffected, and only the mana starts to get pulled toward the pitch-dark orb with beautiful sparks of multicolored light inside it. 

It’s not like it’s sucking it in or absorbing it; it’s all as if the sheer density and quality of the mana it’s made of pull all the weaker mana toward it and dominate it.

I reach out, grab the orb, and force it to change; it slowly expands and extends into the shape of a short dagger, a pitch-black dagger that looks like it’s absorbing the light and imprisoning it inside.

The moment I hold it, the black mana starts pulling more and more mana from my body, as if payment just for using it. The amount it pulls is immense, and I know I will last only a few seconds, even with my mana reserves. So I take a step toward the king and slash through the air, cutting off his connection to the saint he has through his sword and crown.

Immediately, two items lose some of their shine, and the king loses his immensely fast regeneration.

“Oh,” he says, shocked even as I stab the black dagger toward him; his skill fires off, the one that continued to absorb all of our attacks, yet this time the dagger made with the use of [Focus] ignores his absorption and goes right into his heart, the man still too shocked to dodge.

A weaker version of regeneration fires up, but it’s not enough. I watch as the dagger pulsates and absorbs the mana from his body, slowly sucking it in. It pulls it straight from his heart and dominates it without any problem. 

The king falls to his knees, unbelievingly staring at me, “Please, do not hurt her,” are his last words before the light disappears from his eyes.

As he dies and is rid of all of his mana, I feel the dagger start to reach toward me and my mana. I let go of the dagger and Mantle, the newest construct, activates and resists, and keeps my mana inside my body now that I’m not touching the dagger.

The pull is weak, yet I feel it trying to get more of my non-concentrated mana. I allow it and feed the dagger a bit more, and when I grab it, I find out that I’m unable to get rid of it; the mana is too dense, too powerful for me to disrupt or take under my control. I can only feed it with my mana in exchange for this dagger, this black mana listening to me.

The thing is my creation, my mana, yet I’m unable to take it back under my control, and it constantly absorbs a massive amount of mana as I touch it, no matter how much or what I do to try to stop it.

I boost my body and then throw the dagger outside of the tower, as far as I can, somewhere toward the wall.

Okay, let’s finish the floor; the dagger can stay here and disappear with the third floor.

I then look at the king one more time and grab his crown, sword, as well the sword Aias had. The bracelet is still on my arm.

[Perception] encompasses as large an area of the tower as I can, and I quickly locate the others. Before moving toward them, I look out and see golden, white, and red lightning cracking in the sky and hear buildings crashing as Tess continues her fight with Edwal. I spot them moving at immense speed, jumping from roof to roof while lightning tracks their bodies and continues to shoot toward their opponents. 

Two javelins constantly follow Tess and attack the blonde man, flying through the air at terrifying speed. A bit further, I see Min-Jae and the twins helping her when the opportunity arises.

They should be fine, and I think Tess wouldn’t appreciate me taking the fun fight from her. So instead, I put the crown on my head, put one sword into the scabbard I take from the king, and put it on my waist. Then, while holding the sword of the dead Aias, I head towards the others.

My heart is still beating wildly as I walk. Should I stop them from killing the Saint? We can spend a few more weeks here, and I will have a chance to practice using [Focus] to concentrate my mana even further. 

Up until now, I didn’t even dare to try it, as even using [Mana Infusion] and [Redistribution] made the mana extremely dangerous. The mana always ended up exploding, which I see more as an unintended side effect.

No, what I’m trying to do is try to imitate the effect I think a different mana attribute upgrade would have—Potency, the upgrade Lissandra picked. The only reason why I went with Amplification was that I already had a plan in mind to do it my own way: my extremely janky and roundabout way that would only continue to improve in the future.

I use kinetic energy to push myself higher and land on one of the balconies inside the elevator tunnel, then do it again to get to the others quicker. 

So, what is that black mana? Did I succeed? And if I learn to control it, can I somewhat replace my mana with this black one with tiny sparks of light that shine inside? Or is it something else? 

Anyway, who cares? It’s dangerous as heck. It can’t be that bad, even if it’s not what I intended!

It’s also a shame that I can’t use active tempering right now. My body is healing too quickly and regenerating before I can “temper” it.



I glance at my notifications and it looks like I did get two more levels from finishing the king, and [Mana Manipulation] went up by a staggering two levels, reaching level 39, probably hitting another bottleneck. [Focus] also grew by two levels.

Overall, it went pretty well, I would say.

“Nathaniel,” Lily welcomes me the moment I step inside the room where she, Sophie, Isabella, Biscuit, and Hadwin are. There are giant silver doors that are charred, with some scratches on them, yet it’s clear that they didn’t get any further.

“It’s fine; the king is dead and Tess will deal with Edwal. We don’t have to hurry anymore,” I look at them. “So get comfortable and we will open the door a bit later.”

What kind of dumbass would miss such an amazing opportunity to train highly dangerous skills that would otherwise kill you?

 



 

It doesn’t take that long, and Tess returns together with the remaining members of our group. She is holding Edwal’s chest armor in her hand and throws it on the ground as she enters. The armor isn’t damaged at all, not even scratched, and there is only blood on its surface.

Tess’s face is serious, and she doesn’t seem in that good a mood, “King?” she asks.

“Nat took care of him,” Hadwin says as he steps a bit closer to her, glancing at all of them. Obviously, because of the healing aura, there are no wounds; they just seem to be tired. “We decided to wait a bit before opening the door. We can spend a few more days collecting supplies or even training now that we don’t have to worry about wounds.”

“Let me guess, Nathaniel’s idea?” Tess flicks a strand of her hair off her face.

“Yes,” Hadwin confirms.

I gracefully ignore them and continue to examine the items.

Crown of Eternal Vigilance (Epic): This finely crafted crown used to be seamlessly linked to a revered saint. It no longer bears a connection to its healing powers.

Bracelet of Enduring Guard (Epic): Elegantly designed bracelet with extreme durability. Seamlessly bonded with a revered saint and connected to its healing powers.

Shortsword of Perpetual Shelter (Epic): This finely crafted sword used to be seamlessly linked to a revered saint. It no longer bears a connection to its healing powers.

Longsword of Lasting Refuge (Epic): Elegantly designed longsword with extreme durability. Seamlessly bonded with a revered saint and connected to its healing powers.

Nice, it looks like the rarities go like this: common, uncommon, rare, epic. As for the items, they are of the highest rarity we’ve seen up until now, but I think the moment we take them off the 3rd floor, they will become much less useful to the point where rare items might be better.

Sure, they will stay durable, but that’s it. Without their main effect, the connection to the Saint’s healing aura, they are just that: durable items.

 Also, the crown and shortsword are no longer connected to the saint. I blame the black mana dagger I made, which currently lies somewhere outside, and knowing how this shitty tutorial works, it will soon awaken consciousness and try to kill us all.

Well, anyway, I can keep the bracelet and give the longsword to Tess so she can train while holding onto it and then maybe pass it to others.

“Hadwin, are you fine?” I hear Sophie’s voice, and when I look up, I immediately see what she noticed with her [Manipulation].

Hadwin is holding his arm, and there is a painful expression on his face, and inside that arm, there is mana swirling. 

It’s not his mana.

In one quick movement, I stand up and boost myself closer, then slash with the sword in my hand, cutting off his arm at the shoulder. The look in his eyes is almost thankful, and I feel him strengthening his body. I cut again, and a bigger piece of his shoulder disappears, and I do not feel foreign mana inside his body.

I fuel my heart with my mana and constantly shoot kinetic energy at the cut-off arm that is now connected to the piece of the shoulder I cut off later. 

Yet, no matter how much I try, I’m unable to destroy the arm in one attack, something I should be able to do. The arm is much tougher than it should be and regenerates way too quickly.

I concentrate my thermal energy and dark yellow flames encompass the arm, which just refuses to burn; instead.

Then I feel a short pulse from it and the arm connects to the healing aura of the saint in the same way the items I took do.

“Fuck,” is what I say as the cut off arm starts twitching and expanding, “Lily, destroy the saint as quickly as possible!” I shout at our healer and turn back to the arm.

First, the shoulder appears, and then the chest, from which the head grows quickly, followed by the second arm and two legs. The flesh continues to twitch, bend, break, and reform. The arm and figure become smaller and slimmer, and soon a woman stands here.

A young woman, around my age and slightly shorter than me. She has a slim yet athletic figure and the body of a person who is used to moving, an athlete or a fighter. The body is muscular and fit, yet not overly so, still maintaining womanly curves.

The naked woman with long gray hair opens her eyes and smiles, her gaze focused solely on me.

“What are you, a cockroach? Why don’t you just die?” I rouse up my mana and turn to face her.

“That’s quite a rude thing to say to a pretty young woman, little pup,” even saying that, Lissandra takes a battle stance and smiles.

            


Chapter 175 - Sub-classes


                Lissandra then pauses and closes her eyes again, taking in a deep, slow breath; the smile on her face increases.

I don’t feel any mana from her, none at all. It’s as if her heart isn’t beating and creating it. Yet the danger I feel from her is extreme. My instincts, my senses, all of them warn me and scream at me to run. The woman in front of me is much more dangerous than the people we just dealt with.

“Lissthanie?” I throw at her, testingly.

She shakes her head, “I’m sorry to say that, little pup, but that part of me is gone. I improved my imprint, and when I embedded it into Hadwin’s hand, I removed your influence from it and also a few mistakes I made.”

“That’s a shame; I kind of liked that version of you.”

“No, you did not, you hated it.”

“True,” I carefully walk to the side, and the kinetic energy I’ve already collected is quite massive. I’m also extremely hard to kill with the bracelet on my hand, yet… I can’t see her level or her class. As before, there isn’t any info over her head. I don’t see it the same way I didn’t see it on the second floor or the same way I don’t see it over the heads of tutorial attendees. 

I don’t think it’s because she is as strong as before; she is weakened and terribly so without her potent mana, yet, she feels dangerous.

She knew I would burn her; she knew her imprint was imperfect, so she dealt with it.

I don’t even know how, but she is standing in front of me; before I’m able to do anything, her fist hits my chest and sends me flying against the wall.

I see that she only tilts her head and grabs Tess’s javelin, and with immense force, throws it back at the blonde girl. It pierces Tess’s chest and pins her to the wall. 

“I have shown you mercy, so do not annoy me any further,” Lissandra says to Tess and her steps are light as she moves towards me. 

When Lissandra appears in front of me again, I’m prepared, and all around me, kinetic energy explodes, yet she endures it and only lightly dodges to the side a few times, jumps over one attack, and then ducks slightly and twists her upper body while deflecting the rest.

Lissandra dodges it all while looking exceedingly nimble. I slash against her, boosted with the entirety of my mana and my body constantly ravaged. She matches my speed perfectly.

She is much faster, yet she slows down to my level and totally destroys me. She dodges every slash, every kick, every blast of flames or kinetic energy. She redirects mana projectiles with the back of her hand. She cancels flames with a swing of her hand.

And then she slaps me, sending me to the ground.

“Little pup, you wouldn’t believe how much I wanted to do that,” Beautiful, full of energy, and smiling she stares down at me.

Then we hear a scream and see Lily stagger backward, one of her arms missing and a big round hole in the silver door with her grayish mana still along the edges.

Before Lissandra moves, a stream of Sophie’s mind-manipulating mana shoots at her, yet Lissandra dodges even that and Isabella’s flames after. She grabs the javelin Tess again throws at her and ignores the lightning that flickers around her body, coming from the javelin she holds. With a quick twist in the waist, she kicks me as I try to dash at her and endures the cone of kinetic energy I shoot at her.

“I’m sorry, little girl, I can’t let you do that,” with a quick movement she steps to the side and throws the javelin at Lily. The weapon pierces the shoulder of the black-haired girl. 

Then, instead of Lily´s falling to the ground, the illusion made by Aaron or Dennis disappears and the real position of Lily is revealed, already standing close to the Saint.

The Saint is an unearthly beautiful woman who lies on the bed. Her skin seems to have some warmth to it and her chest is moving up and down; the woman seemingly only sleeping peacefully.

Yet it’s only a body, a shell that used to house a brilliant mind. A woman who used to be strong enough to be called Absolute, the title that Lissandra also has.

Lissandra moves and easily avoids Hadwin, Tess’s, and Kim’s attacks and even throws a piece of rubble at Sophie, sending her crashing against the wall while coughing out blood.

Lily is already attacking the Saint and her gray, smoke-like mana continues to crash against the dead woman’s body, barely doing any damage.

Lissandra stops right before passing through the hole in the silver door; there is still Lily’s [Disintegration] floating around the entrance and creating something like a net. 

For the first time, Lissandra hesitates.

My eyes meet those of Lily, and she says something; at the same time, both of her legs disappear, and I feel her skill strengthening even further as it pushes against the Saint. Lily, having only a single arm, continues to shoot mana at the Saint, sacrificing her limbs to strengthen her skill.

Immediately I stop releasing my mana and force the little that remains under my control. Just in time as Lily succeeds and grayish mana hits the Saint’s head and chest, taking a big chunk out of them.

 

Congratulations! You’ve successfully completed the 3rd floor’s main quest in the fifth round of the tutorial for Hell difficulty. An entrance to the 4th floor has been created.

 

An entrance appears next to each of us, and I see Lily falling through hers.

“Get in!” Tess shouts, yet she stays behind and watches, making sure everyone enters.

At first, Lissandra is confused but then quickly turns around and rushes at me. 

There is no entrance next to her.

Tess enters her entrance as the last one other than me, and before Lissandra reaches me, I enter it as well.

When I pass through, I turn around, expecting the entrance to close now that all the members of the tutorial have passed, yet it’s still there, and I get goosebumps all over my body.

Lissandra is standing in front of the entrance and looking at me, “I can see it now,” I easily read the words she mouths, and she steps a bit closer, her hand carefully touching the entrance to the fourth floor. It looks like she can’t pass through; her hand only touches it, and unlike for us, it’s like firm material for her, not a portal.

The entrance starts flickering, yet her eyes that look at me are confident. She seems happy, excited about what is to come, and ready to take on anything that dares to challenge her.

She looks like she found a reason to live again and unlike on the second floor, her eyes are full of life.

When the entrance flickers and finally disappears, I sigh with relief. 

Logically, Lissandra should have disappeared the moment we completed the quest and left the floor, yet I can’t be sure. Something tells me this is not the last time we’ll see her.

For now, I ignore the notifications and only check the surroundings with [Perception]. When I don’t find any monster or human, I walk towards where Lily is lying. Tess is already holding the petite brunette in her arms, and Lily is sobbing.

More than in pain, it looks like she is just scared; she is hyperventilating, and her eyes continue to tick from side to side. She also doesn’t seem to hear Tess, who continues to try to calm her down while caressing her hair.

Lily currently has only a single arm, and even from that, she misses a few fingers. The arm she has is the pale one, the same paleness she shares with me. Both of her legs are gone and the second arm as well, all used through [Sacrifice] as fuel to power [Disintegration].

I know she can restore them all given enough time, yet it’s not a good look.

“Tess, if she allows me, I can use my skill and help her calm down a bit, maybe even fall asleep,” Sophie’s voice is gentle as if soothing a small child; she is even smiling at Lily carefully while offering so.

At that moment, Lily seems to hear that, and I can see that she is inclined to accept her offer, but before she says anything, she looks around, looking for someone.

Her eyes meet mine.

She looks so pitiful, just a torso with a single arm. But, at this moment, I don’t see that at all; in my mind, I only remember her face as she pushed herself to her limit, sacrificed her own limbs, and did it just to help us clear the floor. Worrying about what Lissandra will do to us.

It’s weird, but I think that was the moment I felt I saw her for the first time. I remember every detail of her face, sweat running down her forehead, bangs sticking to it, her big eyes full of fear and resolution, her clenched jaw, and the movement of her mana.

At that moment, she was beautiful. In the same way, Lissandra was beautiful when she threw everything away to follow her twisted logic and destroy her fake world.

“Lily, it’s okay now,” I say while observing my voice. I sound calm; there is a bit of gentleness in it, yet it’s still firm.

Just that short sentence seems to be enough, and it still takes a while but she slowly calms down.

“You don’t have to do anything, Sophie; I will deal with it on my own,” her voice is firmer, and she doesn’t hesitate anymore as she says so.

Such a silly kid, a cool silly kid.

 



 

“Well, that was unexpected,” Tess sits next to me, and together we look down from the cliff where we are.

We got thrown on top of a giant mountain, and a strong, cold wind constantly blows here. There are weirdly shaped mountains all around us, some of them even covered with snow. The cliff I’m sitting on offers a view of the valley below us; there is a giant lake down there with water so clear that it almost looks unreal, and we can see the tops of green trees.

The view is a killer.

“I hope you did diss Hadwin a bit,” I lean back and turn my head to Tess.

“I didn’t even have to; he constantly does it on his own and keeps apologizing to everyone around. At some point, I’m sure he will apologize to Biscuit as well.”

Good. Everyone learns from their own mistakes, so I think we can give Hadwin a little bit of slack. It’s not like he had bad intentions; he is nearly innocent.

And no, it’s not like I’m defending him because I also might be partially to blame.

Nope. I did nothing wrong.

Damn it! Why doesn’t she just die?! A goddamn cockroach, like Absolute. The way she clings to life is almost admirable. Plus, if things go the way they’re going now, I’m sure I will do a few more similar things and break the tutorial and the system around the 7th floor.

Hmm, that does sound kind of interesting.

“Lily?” I ask Tess.

“She is sleeping now. It will take a few days or weeks before she restores her limbs, but she doesn’t have to worry; we will take care of her.”

“Sounds good,” I answer.

The silence that ensues is interrupted only by the chilling cold wind that I ignore, even though I’m sitting here in tattered, thin clothes. My heart continuously creates energy that I transfer into thermal energy to keep myself warm. I even left a few orbs for others that they use as heaters, and little Isabella also helps by radiating some heat.

“Nat, she did play with us, right? She didn’t fight seriously at all.”

“Yes. What kind of adult would go all out on little kids?” I answer Tess, “But I still think she wanted to keep us there. She needs a new mana heart and to become more like us to escape the tutorial. She would sacrifice any of us to do so if we stayed there.” 

Lissandra tricked me. She made me think she had less mana than she actually did. She also acted as if my personality affected her more than it did, causing me to lower my guard.

In the end, she even connected to the healing aura of the Saint in a similar way to the items I took. The woman copied my [Resonance] to do so. Then she spent her entire or nearly entire remaining mana to recreate her body. 

The scary part is that she affected the process and recreated her body to be as strong as possible, each stat other than mana probably well into the high hundreds.

She fought us with only the strength of her body.

I made a mistake and it nearly cost us. Actually, it did cost us; we couldn’t take much stuff with us, only a few big bags that the twins and Kim, no, Min-Jae, shamelessly took with them to the castle and left before the throne room. They grabbed them again when they were returning from fighting Edwal, such greedy little twerps.

What I regret is not being able to train in the aura of the Saint, but that’s kind of my fault, so I will deal with it as I always did. I will bear the consequences of my decisions.

Now then, the notifications.

 

Congratulations! You have cleared the 3rd floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial. Welcome to the 4th floor: Waning Realm.

You have acquired: 

Access to the Shop 

Skill upgrade token 

Rare-graded gear of your choice 

30 stat points

 

Well done! You successfully entered the 4th floor. You can now select one of the sub-classes. The classes are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

Pick carefully; it’s difficult to change your sub-class!

 

Available sub-classes: 

Initiate of Pride 

Initiate of Patience 

Initiate of Greed

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    The third floor has ended, hooray to the 4th floor! There is plenty of fun stuff I have prepared for you.

I hope you liked the end of the floor as much as I did :) If you have any questions (or compliments), throw them at me either here or on Discord!

Thanks for sticking around and have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 176 - System Shop


                As always, there are no explanations. Just a few sub-classes are offered by the system.

This will take a bit more thinking. I already have an idea of how the system works at places, so it should be better than before. Plus, I have some information from Lissandra. I also have told others to wait with their subclasses for a bit. I can tell them bits of what I learned. But, I bet there are already some impatient people who have already picked their subclass.

Anyway, I’ll give myself some time to think and check out the shop in the meantime.

“System shop. ” I say out loud.

The window that appears in front of me is bigger, and there are even some pictograms, hinting at the category of the shop. In the top right corner, I see the amount of currency I own: 100 shards I got as a reward from Beyond.

I quickly go through the offer, and it looks better and better the more I look; the only problem is the prices that are so damn high.

There are weapons, armor, food, sweets, clothes, and such stuff. There are passive skills, skill upgrade tokens, and trait-strengthening tokens. There are some options I don’t even see the price of, and that are partially censored or fully censored.

Common-grade weapons are 20 shards, some of them a bit more or less. Uncommon grades are around 40, and rare are around 200. Some of them are a bit less or more.

Common passive skills are around 40, Uncommon are 80, and rare are well over 400 shards.

All the cool stuff is just way too expensive, and I don’t buy anything yet. I don’t know how to get more shards, and I might need more of them in the future, so again, I will have to check the shop multiple times and have others do the same before buying something.

What did catch my interest are Coordinates, Mana stones, hell, even Epic passive skills that are eight thousand shards, and more. Coordinates are even more expensive. 

There seems to be a big jump going from Rare to Epic. Common, Uncommon, and Rare increase their prices gradually. Uncommon is 2x of Common, and Rare is 5x of Uncommon. But then there is Epic which is 20x of Rare.

There are also consumables, antidotes, food, and water. The highest rarity of items or passives that I can see is epic, and there are plenty of censored items that I’m either too weak or poor to see.

I get an idea and look at the longsword in my hand, “I want to sell this longsword to the shop,” I say out loud, and a new window pops up.

 

Do you really want to sell the following item for 200 shards?

Longsword of Lasting Refuge (Epic): Elegantly designed longsword with extreme durability. Used to be bonded with a revered saint and connected to its healing powers.

Yes/No

 

I decline and check the other epic items I got from the 3rd floor, and they are all for the same price.

The heck? I just went through the shop, and most of the Epic weapons are starting at 4000 shards. Is the system trying to scam me?!

“I want more than 200 shards for the item.”

The notification doesn’t change.

“250 shards, and I sell it right now.”

Still the same.

“249?”

Nothing changes.

Dang it.

 



 

So yeah, the system is a total scammer. I don’t care if it’s because of some cut it takes, or because it’s an epic weapon that is now only a bit hard to destroy and doesn’t qualify to be sold as epic. In my mind, the system is and will be a scammer.

Even as impatient as I am, I do put off the skill upgrade while moving to where others are. As I do so, I check the rare item reward for clearing the 3rd floor.

Flaresteel Blade (rare) - Crafted from a rare metal that can absorb and channel heat, this blade can store thermal energy from fire spells. Upon command, the blade releases the stored energy, engulfing the weapon in flames and adding fire damage to the user’s attacks.

Runic Ward Amulet (rare) - This amulet is adorned with ancient protective runes. When activated, it creates a temporary magical barrier that absorbs and nullifies incoming magical attacks, providing a shield against spells and enchantments.

Galewhisper Dagger (rare) - Forged from the feather of a mystical storm bird, this dagger resonates with the power of the wind. When wielded, it grants the user the ability to create gusts of wind with their attacks, knocking opponents off balance or even pushing them back.

Shadowmelder Chestplate (rare) - Constructed from shadow-infused metal, this chest plate grants the wearer the ability to merge with the shadows. By activating the chest plate, the user can become nearly invisible in dim light or darkness, granting them increased stealth and evasion.

Venombrand Tattoo (rare) - This tattoo depicts a coiled serpent with dripping fangs. When activated, the tattoo’s venomous energy can be channeled into a weapon, temporarily infusing it with a venomous effect that poisons enemies upon contact.

I just go through them quickly, and there is nothing that seems to be interesting, nothing that I would need or that sounds stronger than what I can do. Maybe a tattoo sounds interesting, but why would I try to poison some monster instead of killing it in one hit? I didn’t struggle with managing my mana just to patiently wait for my enemy to die. Sparrow Obliterator spears all the way!



So I just pick the amulet, and as I get into the cave where others are hiding from the wind, I put it near Lily, who is sleeping. Someone brought a blanket from the third floor, put it around her, and also moved her close to one of the bigger orbs filled with thermal energy I created.

The cave isn’t that deep and barely blocks us from the wind, but it’s better than nothing. Our bodies are much more durable, yet we still feel some cold, meaning that the air here is cold enough to affect our strengthened bodies.

“I will take over,” I say to little Isabella, who just nods and stops using her fire skill to heat the surroundings.

She doesn’t have as much mana as me, so it’s better if I do it instead. So I start sending more mana to my Kinetic mana heart and then turn generated kinetic energy into thermal that I start releasing into our surroundings while also creating a few more orbs to light up the cave a bit more as it’s getting darker outside.

It feels quite cozy and looks like it. Some of the others might not share my thoughts, but that’s how it feels to me.

I look around; Hadwin is in the corner, and I can see that he is still not in a very good mood, probably blaming himself as he holds the place where his arm used to be. He will have to wait a bit for Lily to get to him.

A few others also have some wounds like broken bones or cuts, some burns, and such. To be honest, lately, I barely consider such things as wounds.

(Food?) Biscuit asks while moving closer to me, I point at Min-Jae, and Biscuit runs there, repeating the question until the boy opens one of the bags and gives him something.

Yup, Min-Jae, Aaron, and Dennis, three greedy teenagers, were able to take some bags with stuff even during all this. 

Greedy little twerps, I love them.

In the bags they have, there is some water, some clothes, food, and plenty of jewelry. I find it quite funny how money-struck these three teenagers got by seeing all this gold, jewels, and delicately crafted items. I still remember them talking over them and thinking how much it would be worth on Earth and if they would be able to buy some cool, yet useless stuff.

They still live in the past and do not realize how much stuff will change if they get back on Earth. We will either end up being hunted by every country and some of us either be blackmailed or paid to do some dirty work or just work as scarecrows for other countries.

Let’s say only 500 people survive each tutorial, that would mean at least 2,500 people if we, the 5th round, are in the round. If there are more of them, it could easily double.

Yes, even a few thousand people aren’t that much when you take into consideration the billions that live on Earth, but how strong will we end up? Level 200? Level 300? As strong as Champions that could kill an entire continent of people or as strong as the gray-haired humanoid cockroach that destroyed an entire world?

“Nat, you said we should wait with the subclass so we did. Do you have any information?” Min-Jae interrupts my thoughts, and I see everyone turn to me other than the sleeping Lily.

The boys especially seem to be impatient to try out a new sub-class. As I look at them, I think of something else. What happened to me from the start of the first floor? The person that was ready to throw them away at any time, hurt them, beat them if needed.

Is it something I thought of only because they were strangers to me, and now it’s harder as I know them a bit? Is it [Focus] that helps me make more rational decisions and decided that being in a group is safer? Another thing I will have to think about. 

I truly suck at this.

I start explaining; “There are seven Radiances—Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, Pride—and seven Blights—Chastity, Temperance, Charity, Diligence, Patience, Kindness, Humility. As for what each of them means or manifests, you should already imagine easily.” I create another orb and move it closer to Lily, who seems to be shaking a bit. Tess notices it as well and moves closer, taking Lily and hugging her close to her chest. Lily in her sleep calms down a bit.

“The information I have is from Lissandra. Yup, the creepy brooch and exhibitionist naked young woman that beat our asses and made us run away from the third floor. So take it all with a grain of salt and think about it on your own and deeply,” I give them a warning and then continue, “She didn’t share much, probably on purpose, and as the system said, it’s difficult but not impossible to change your subclass.”

Biscuit comes to me, and I absentmindedly start petting him as he puts his head on my leg, “There should be four stages to each Radiance or Blight. The first one is Initiate, the second one is Adept, and the third one is Master. There is a fourth one, but Lissandra refused to tell me anything about it. As for upgrades of stages for your subclass, there are two ways to level it. One of them is through the system and the second one is through hidden requirements that are different from person to person and sub-class to sub-class, so that’s it.”

“What subclass did Lissandra have?” Hadwin asks. I didn’t even notice, but he moved closer with a firm expression on his face. The man looks angry. Angry as Lissandra.

“She didn’t tell me, but I would guess maybe Greed or Pride?” I answer him, and only after saying that out loud do I realize how similar she and I are in some ways.

Hadwin then nods and continues to listen.

“After picking a subclass, you will receive a single passive skill, nothing else. The skill should be called, for example, [Initiate of Greed], and that’s it,” I pause to let them take it in before continuing, “That passive will affect your body, your mana, your skills, and maybe some other things. It can affect one of these things or all of them. It varies from person to person. With each stage, it will get stronger. It’s hard to say how it will show off.” I stop as I feel my voice getting excited.

I love it; I love all this theorizing and all the options we are offered. It’s fun.

“For example, Isabella, let’s say she will get Gluttony,” I ignore the little girl’s quiet shout, “The passive she would get would be [Initiate of Gluttony], and maybe, it could make it so her flames are better at burning stuff or “eat them up”. It could make it possible for her flames to burn metals and other materials. Or maybe they would last longer, and become stronger. Or as you all know, she has a skill that allows her to read out emotions. What if the passive would allow her to ‘eat’ our emotions or weaken them a bit?”

No one says anything, and I can see the gears in their heads spinning. There are so many options, and so many different ways it could affect each person.

“It’s somewhat similar to a skill upgrade, with the difference being that it might affect your mana, and body as well. So give it some time, theorize a lot, brainstorm with others, and only then pick one of the offered options. It will affect each one of us differently. It might not strengthen you much, as it’s only the first stage, so don’t be disappointed.”

I then share a few more examples with them and let them think on their own. In the end, it’s their decision.

When Min-Jae and a few more others come to me for advice, I only give them examples of how I think it could affect their skills, body, or mana and send them away. I don’t want to pick for them, they should trust in themselves a bit more.

As for myself, I already have a favorite of mine but will go over them a bit more. I knew about sub-classes from Lissthaniel, but I didn’t know what ones I would get offered by the system, and all three sound fun. Patience, Greed, and Pride.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I saw plenty of fun theories and opinions on which sub-class Nathaniel should pick.

Did this chapter change your mind after learning more about sub-classes?

Nathaniel will pick his sub-class in the next chapter - this is for those of you who are impatient and worried that it might take longer.

As for the system shop, here are the prices so far. The prices are estimation. For example, some rare items can cost 200 shards, while others might cost 250 shards. So, keep that in mind.

Gear: 

Common Gear: 20 shards 

Uncommon Gear: 40 shards (2x jump from Common) 

Rare Gear: 200 shards (5x jump from Uncommon) 

Epic Gear: 4000 shards (20x jump from Rare) 

 

Passive Skills: 

Common Passive Skill: 40 shards 

Uncommon Passive Skill: 80 shards (2x jump from Common) 

Rare Passive Skill: 400 shards (5x jump from Uncommon) 

Epic Passive Skill: 8000 shards (20x jump from Rare) 



                



Chapter 177 - Choosing Sub-class


                Initiate of Pride could be offered because of my own pride and confidence in myself, which sometimes borders on recklessness. Yet time and time again, I choose to trust in myself to the point that it might kill me one day. 

Sounds good.

Patience could be something I got due to my willingness to endure pain and patiently work on my skills, often preferring future results instead of immediate ones. I think I’ve proven multiple times that I’m willing to just shut my mouth and endure whatever the tutorial or monsters throw at me.

As for Greed, that one is obvious: my greed for more mana and power, and my desire to learn all the skills, sometimes at the expense of others.

Somehow, I also feel a really strong pull to pick Greed. It’s as if it’s an old friend reminding me of itself. It’s a really weird feeling.

I’m sure any of these would be a good enough decision, and I believe that I could reach the top even without them or with any other subclass.

So what can sub-classes offer? If I pick Pride, maybe it will improve my abilities, perhaps increase the speed at which I master them? Maybe my efficiency will improve. Maybe it will allow me to fight someone with a similar level of skill, giving me an edge because of my Pride. It could also allow me to perfect my skills or reach a deeper understanding through arrogantly trusting in myself.

As for Patience, it could help me endure—endure the strain of mana or perhaps the strain of constantly running stronger skills? Maybe my mana projectiles and weapons made of mana will become firmer too.

Greed could improve the speed at which I learn new skills, or allow me to learn them faster, maybe even steal them in the future?

There are so many options, yet as always, I come back to trusting myself and my decisions. I do believe I will do well no matter what I pick, and it’s slightly annoying how Greed keeps calling out to me. As if someone or the system is trying to influence my choice. This is my decision to make. Only mine.

Pride it is. I choose, and a new passive appears.

[Initiate of Pride]

There is no level, no rarity; it just appears in my status right next to the subclass.

Immediately I try to move my mana, and it feels like there is a slight change—it moves more smoothly. I might just be imagining it, so I ignore it for now and will revisit it later. As of now, it feels like my hold over mana is better—how to put it—a bit more dominating? It’s as if I don’t have to expend as much energy in controlling it.

I try multiple skills, and it feels the same. It’s not that the skills themselves have improved, but rather that they’re easier to control. When I create armor around my body, it also becomes more intricate and firmer. Before, I didn’t care much about it, but now it seems as if my Pride doesn’t allow that. The armor doesn’t become overly decorated, just looks more elaborate, and firmer, with some simple ornaments. It looks quite nice.

I continue to activate all the skills I have and use them for a bit, and each seems to be affected. They are easier to work with, and now I start to realize that this affects my mana as well. The effect isn’t terribly strong yet, but I can feel it. I’m sure I will improve on it with time and maybe explore more of the new subclass. But for now, it’s really good. 

Still, I can’t help but be slightly disappointed. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had hoped it would be as strong as my attribute upgrade, but perhaps I’m wrong or haven’t fully explored it yet. I will have to look into it a bit more and observe the changes after the rest of the group picks their sub-classes.

Anyway, my mana is noticeably easier to handle, and it’s easy to guess what that means! 

But since I’m thinking of my mana, I should upgrade my skills, shouldn’t I?

The last time, I went and upgraded [Focus] instead of [Mana Manipulation], and I still think it was the right decision to go for Consolidation, as it allowed me to [Focus] a huge amount of mana into a much smaller point than my other skills allowed me. I used more mana than before to create nuke-like javelins, even though the shape was much smaller—just a dagger.

It’s not something I’ll be able to replicate anytime soon. It was only the situation I was in last time that allowed me to do so: a healing aura that kept me alive as I released everything that held my mana at bay and used its beautiful entirety to create that small black dagger.

My answer to the Potency attribute upgrade that Lissandra chose instead of my Amplification. Mana that should be much stronger than what I usually use. Mana that seems to dominate all the surrounding mana to the point of taking it under control.

I’ll need to practice with it more, but I just can’t right now; I would quickly end up dead just trying to get a little bit of it. In the future, I’ll do it, and I’ll create a construct that will passively temper my mana into this one. I’m already excited, thinking about how it could affect my skills.

But first, I use a skill upgrade token, and the [Mana Manipulation] upgrades are the same as before.

 

[Mana Manipulation] (Advanced Mana Manipulation) 



Expert Mana Manipulation: Extend your understanding of mana to refine your manipulation techniques. This upgrade allows for an even more precise control and intricate shaping of magical energies. 



Mana Sculpting: Further improve your control over mana to form detailed and intricate constructs of magic. This extends your Advanced Mana Manipulation skills, allowing you to perform elaborate magical feats with a high level of precision. 



Mana Imprinting: Learn to leave your unique imprint on the mana you have manipulated. This can be used for tracking, marking territory, or creating unique temporal magical constructs recognizable only by you. 



Mana Veiling: Perfect the art of concealing your mana, making your magical presence less detectable to others. This can be useful in evading mana sensors or hiding your magical abilities. 

 

I have already upgraded [Focus] at level thirty. I’m unable to upgrade [Resonance] since it’s not at level thirty yet, and it seems that upgrading it for reaching level ten won’t work. This skill I acquired by combining two different ones seems to work a bit differently or it’s impossible to do a level ten upgrade for such a skill. 

The [Armament] options are still quite disappointing, and [Perception] has some nice offerings, especially Mana Flow Analysis, which I also liked last time.

 

[Perception]



Mana Echo Reading: Enhance your skill to perceive the residual trails of mana, enabling you to track past magical events or spells. 



Kinesthetic Perception: Hone your ability to perceive the movement and position of your own body, increasing agility, balance, and accuracy in combat. 



Perception Shielding: Upgrades the skill to mask one’s own mana perception, making it more difficult for others to detect or trace your mana-sensing activities. 



Mana Flow Analysis: Develops the capacity to identify nuanced patterns and rhythms in the movement of mana, offering deeper insight into how skills are invoked and controlled. 

 

Then I hesitate. All the upgrades feel weak right now, lacking even. The ones I really liked last time feel like something I could easily achieve and most of them I’m already using on my own. For example, Mana Flow Analysis, which I used to like so much, is something I’m sure I can mostly do on my own, even without upgrading. The same goes for Perception Shielding or most of the upgrades for [Mana Manipulation].

Should I really upgrade it? It’s a shortcut that would immediately make me stronger but could also lead to a bottleneck that I won’t be able to break through because I relied on mastery over the skill that the system gave me, rather than trying to learn it on my own.

Then, after thinking it over I decide to trust in my abilities, and I resolve against using the upgrade token. 

From now on, I will use skill upgrades only for skills I do not consider that important. It breaks my heart not to be able to receive some juicy upgrades, but I’ll be fine. In the long run, it will pay off. I’m absolutely certain of that.

Oh, wait a moment. Should I try selling it? 

“I want to sell a skill upgrade token,” I say out loud and a new window appears:

 

Do you really want to sell the following item for 2500 shards?

Skill upgrade token

Yes/No

 

WHAT! What the heck is that! That’s straight-up daylight robbery! I saw that I can buy a skill upgrade token for five thousand, so how the heck is this even allowed?

Just wow. WOW.

Okay, whatever. Let’s sell it. Starting now, no skill upgrade tokens. I will master my active skills properly and I will do it because I know it will be worth it.

I check my shard balance and it shows 2600 shards. Huhu, now then, let’s find some nice rare passive skill with a healing effect.

 



 

Passive Skill: Enhanced Mana Recovery (Rare) - By attuning their body to mana’s flow, the user experiences accelerated healing. The potency of this regeneration is directly proportional to their current mana levels, making their natural recovery swifter when mana is abundant.

Passive Skill: Kinetic Resurgence (Rare) - The user’s connection to kinetic energy bolsters their recovery. Each movement becomes a catalyst for healing, with kinetic energy propelling the body’s natural regeneration.

Passive Skill: Pyrokinetic Resurgence (Rare) - The user taps into pyrokinetic energies to fuel their regeneration. By channeling controlled bursts of heat, they expedite the healing process, using fire’s transformative nature to mend their wounds.

After going through what’s probably hundreds of passives, I find three that I really like. I also have to try really hard to not pick a different kind of passive.

It’s time. I’m an adult so yeah, it’s time to make a smart decision and finally improve my healing a bit.

Yes, my body is now super tough, but I do not believe that I won’t get hurt ever again, plus Lily won’t be near me forever, so yes, even a rare passive should be good enough for now.

I did check and I’m still far from buying an epic passive skill. They are starting at eight thousand shards and I have only a bit over two thousand.

As for passives, each of them could be even a bit stronger than their rarity might suggest, as they would fit me super well, so they could end up feeling halfway to epic or as one of the stronger Rare passives.

Enhanced Mana Recovery would use my ever-increasing mana to accelerate my healing. Nothing too difficult to understand. More mana, and faster healing to the point where rarity itself doesn’t allow it to become faster. In my case, it could be instantaneous. Obviously, the system won’t explain how strong rare passives are.

Kinetic Resurgence could have a bit stronger healing effect, but it’s less of a passive if I can say it like that. I would need to actively use some kinetic energy to feed it to the passive for faster recovery. It’s not such a problem, though.

Pyrokinetic Resurgence would rely on my thermal energy. So it’s a janky way, as I always go about it. Mana into kinetic, kinetic into thermal, and then strengthen my passive; but from the description, the healing effect seems to be the strongest out of three.

There are a few more decent ones, but these three are something that seem to be fitting me the most. I also picked them on purpose in hopes that I could learn from them to heal my body. Somehow, I had no luck copying Lily’s more “traditional” healing or Hadwin’s, so maybe I will have more luck with these ones.

I give it a bit more thought, but in the end, I pick the most expensive one. It must be the best, right?

 

Do you want to buy the following Passive skill for 700 shards?

Passive Skill: Pyrokinetic Resurgence (Rare) - The user taps into pyrokinetic energies to fuel their regeneration. By channeling controlled bursts of heat, they expedite the healing process, using fire’s transformative nature to mend their wounds.

Yes/No

 

I confirm it and buy the passive skill.



So, I have 1900 more shards; should I buy one more healing passive?

It takes only a few moments, but I decide against it. Right now, I do not have a feeling that I desperately need one more, nor anything from the shop, so I decide to keep my shards. There might be a better use for them a bit later.

After checking that no one is around, I clench my teeth and break my finger and also cut my leg. Then, I start transferring kinetic energy into thermal and keeping it inside of my body, ready to be used.

Almost immediately, I feel something inside me siphoning some of that energy and transforming it into something entirely different. That new energy quickly circles my entire body and then rushes to the place I wounded. I then observe as the wound on my leg starts closing and even the broken finger starts twisting and returning back to its original place.

I try to connect to that energy and create a more intense heat inside, and the process speeds up even more and the wound quickly heals. It takes a few seconds, but I believe that I can speed it up even more if I condense thermal energy enough to the point where my flames would turn golden instead of yellow.

The effect isn’t as smooth as Lily’s, nor does it feel like I would be able to restore missing limbs, but overall I’m quite happy with it. The best thing is that I had a feeling that this is something I can work with. Unlike Lily’s skill, it was easier for me to follow the process, and there was even a hint of understanding.

Good! I became stronger once again. Pay to win, I could say. Still, System, you are such an asshole.

Before returning to others, I open and check the floor quest.

Floor quest: 

Destroy one of the four Calamities

 

Rewards: 

Epic Passive skill 

Skill upgrade token 

2000 Shards 

60 stat points 

Access to other Communities

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I saw many of you asking, so just to confirm: ‘Blights’ and ‘Radiances’ are used correctly. 



Radiances: Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, Pride

Blights: Chastity, Temperance, Charity, Diligence, Patience, Kindness, Humility

 

And for those of you who said ‘Pride’ is not fitting for Nathaniel, you can check the chapter where Nat talks about his pride. I hope it explains it a bit! - https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/64916/hell-difficulty-tutorial/chapter/1229306/chapter-71-pride

 

Thanks for reading and commenting!

 



                



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.
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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.
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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 178 - Pairing


                Interesting floor quest, to say the least. At least we have an option to pick one of the four Calamities. As for what the Calamity is, I think we will find out as time passes. As before, we could easily spend a few months here.

Another interesting thing is Community. I’ve joined it a few times and there are just us, the group 4.

Savant either hasn’t cleared the floor yet or doesn’t talk, so that’s it. It also means that we can talk only to people from groups that are on the same floor, or it means that we can’t talk to them because they still have their community blocked due to narrative constraints and system censorship.

We also got another hint, the name of the floor: Waning Realm.

It looks like it’s yet another world close to dying or ending, similar to the second floor’s Mana kingdom, which was about to get destroyed, and the third floor’s Saint’s Eternal Bastion, which was about to end because of Decay spread by the Saint, and that slowly overpowered the healing powers of the dying body of the Absolute. This floor, judging by the name and floor quest, seems to be similar.

I walk through the night and find the shallow cave where the others are. It’s lit by my orbs, and in the surrounding dark area and snowy tops of the mountains, it feels somewhat cozy. I get in and start generating a bit more heat, which I send around me without worrying that my mana won’t be able to keep up. 

Lily is currently awake and her eyes examine me. “You did get a healing skill or something similar,” she says after her mana touches me gently.

Being a healer she seems to be able to sense my passive which improves my regeneration because of the increased heat around me. The passive is working even though I do not need it to.

“It’s a passive skill,” I tell her.

She doesn’t say anything, but I can see that she is overthinking once again.

“Lily,” I say, and she turns to me. “I’m not going to throw you away…” I pause and use [Resonance] to block out the sound around us, “or the others. Not unless you give me a reason to do so.”

“But why? You could be much better on your own or with Tess,” Lily asks and her expression seems somewhat sad.

“It’s more fun this way, Lily.” I answer.

“Fun?” she blinks slowly, confused.

I decide to open up to her a bit. “I thought about it a lot, you know. I even lowered the effects of my [Focus] to think less logically and to understand properly what I feel,” I pause. It’s so hard to share feelings, yet it feels right. “I’m strong, Lily, very strong, so I want to be more honest with myself,” As I continue, I get a sensation that is also my Pride, allowing me to open up and trust in my decision. Not the sub-class. My own pride.

“And since I’m strong, I will do whatever I want. And what I want right now is to give us, being a group, a chance and have some fun, and maybe… only maybe, we will slowly become friends.” I say. I know this is what Tess hopes for, and I know we just got beaten by Lissandra. There are so many people stronger than me.

For now.

“This is what I honestly want to do now,” I wave my hand. “Obviously I won’t open up to everyone. I won’t stop being myself or stop annoying you guys when you start talking too much or do not give me space. But I will try, Lily. I will do it because it’s what I want.”

When I reach out and pinch her small nose, I notice that she seems as if she is about to cry. This time it’s not because she is sad. Still, she is such a crybaby.

“I would also like that, Nathaniel.” Lily’s voice sounds as if it’s about to break, “So I will help you, you and Tess.” The look in her eyes changes, “and if someone tries to get in the way of that, I will delete them from existence,” this time I almost have a feeling as if dark grayish mana swirls in her eyes, “because this is also something I want.”

She soon falls asleep after using all of her mana to continue to restore her limbs and sitting near her, I watch the others.

Min-Jae is trying to carefully watch Tess, thinking she won’t notice.

Tess is talking with Maya, who nods at something, and that makes her hair fly around her head.

In the corner, there is Biscuit licking Isabella’s hand to her happy laughs, and that also makes her protective sister smile gently.

Aaron and Dennis are sleeping, both close to each other, and Hadwin is sitting close to the entrance, looking into the darkness and keeping watch. His face is still hard, and I see him clenching his teeth and holding his empty sleeve where his arm that turned into Lissandra used to be.

I still don’t like them all; some of them are more important to me than others. I also know that I wouldn’t be that sad if some of them died. It’s probably terrible to say that, but that’s how I am, the result of my childhood and my not-so-normal personality.

Yet, I got to know most of them somewhat, and I didn’t lie to Lily when I said they are fun to watch. 

Tess told me about camaraderie, the young woman hoping to create a deep bond with others, even in this place. She just decided to give it a chance, preparing for the worst and hoping for the best.

And she is partially right; there is also a hint of a bond I feel after seeing their sometimes annoying faces for 3 floors.

I won’t change easily; I won’t become friendly or treat them nicely right away. If they try to kill me, I will do the same. If they treat me nicely, I will also try to do the same. That’s it. Because I want to. 

The future will show the rest.

I will beat up Savant, and I will find out who the third Beyond explorer is. I will win the Community tournament. I will clear this floor no matter what it throws at me and find a way to scam the system.

And then, when everything is done, I will look back at my decisions with pride.

 







 

Flashbacks - Earth, 3 weeks before Nathaniel got into the tutorial



“Cathy, just don’t watch it. They keep spewing bullshit anyway,” a man says to his wife, annoyed by her bothering him once again.

“But Bobby! It’s really weird that out of nowhere people started disappearing! Do you think the government is behind it? Maybe they kidnap them for testing or try to cover something?” the woman called Cathy asks, her eyes still glued to the TV where the reporter continues to talk, “Look! They say this time even an entire plane disappeared! It didn’t even happen somewhere without a signal. The plane flew right over the city!”

“Your brain will rot if you continue to watch that garbage, just go and…”

 







 

“Did you hear? An entire school bus disappeared, 20 kids with it! Do you think they will give us holidays?”

“That would be nice. Or they could at least give us less homework,” a young boy smirks at his friend, and they both giggle.

“It’s not like you do yours, Tom; you keep asking Oliver to do them for you!”

“It’s fine; I pay him, and he doesn’t mind. But hey, did you hear about that bear attack?”

 







 

“Sir, people started disappearing again. We are getting messages about thousands of disappearances all over the world. It’s the same as a week ago. This time even a group of our soldiers disappeared along with three vehicles and a lot of supplies. Around 20 marines, sir.”

“Any chance of ambush?”

“No, sir! They were constantly monitored by one of our drones. They just… disappeared. We have footage of that if you look here…”

 







 

“How the fuck can a bunch of people disappear during a simple museum tour!”

“I don’t fucking know, Sam. Why don’t you tell me? Maybe try calling some goddamn prophet so we can both know!”

“Oh, shut the fuck up! Better think about how we are going to explain it to the police! And don’t just stand there; tell them to check the cameras once again!”

 







 

“Did you hear? Just yesterday, they saw the biggest grizzly bear ever! There was this video on the internet of this bear trying to catch the jeep. I swear even his eyes glowed!”

“Probably fake so they can sell this video to compilators for some cash.”

“But it looked so real.”

“It’s easy now; even a kid can do that, Tony…”

 







 

The hunter breathes out in relief and kicks the corpse of the deer he just shot, “Damn it, do you see how big this one is? I’ve never seen a bigger one.”

The second man just nods knowingly while examining the deer, “I think this has to be a record; just look at these antlers. What the heck did he even eat?”

“I hope it is the biggest,” the first hunter laughs, “Do you remember that fella Donald? He is staying here for a week to hunt, and just a few days ago, he also a got a really big one. I thought he was lying about how big it was, but now I think he might not have been…”

 







 

Flashback - ???, 3 weeks before Nathaniel got into the tutorial

“We have been paired again, my lord. A new planet has been added to the system. They just entered their non-attack phase, and the tutorial started. As far as we know, mana just started to awaken there, and they don’t have an Absolute, nor are they part of any alliance or under the protection of any ruler.”

“Good, collect all the information you can, and then we will wait. Also, find out if they have any Beyond explorers as well.”

“As you order, my lord.”

“When was the last time our planet got paired?”

“I think it’s a bit over one hundred years.”

“The cycles are getting shorter. Someone must be messing with the system.”

“Do you think it’s the Ruler of Greed again, my lord?”

“Possibly. But enough of that, get in contact with the Palace and spread the news that another pairing has started.”

            


Chapter 179 - Trying to find a way


                A bit later Hadwin asks to talk with me and I agree.

His first question is, “She went easy on us?”

“Yes, I think she just wanted to punch me a few times. Don’t ask me why; I always treated her nicely,” I shrug my shoulders. “She most likely wanted to keep us on the third floor. Maybe to do some experiments. Maybe to get one of our Mana Hearts. Who knows.”

“She sounded different from the brooch, and her form didn’t look like her on the second floor,” Hadwin says carefully. He keeps asking a lot of questions since the end of the floor. I think this was something like a wake-up call for him, and he decided to take this much more seriously.

So he is starting with collecting information to understand it better. Well, I’m still in a decently good mood, so I will answer some of his questions, but when he starts being too bothersome, I will send him to Tess.

“The brooch was slightly affected by my personality because her imprint was imperfect, and she was made from my hand. She also knew that and knew that I would destroy her. She realized it even before me, as she probably felt the healing field even earlier than Lily,” I yawn and scratch the top of my head.

It’s already morning, and the days and nights seem to be a similar length to Earth. It’s still cold, and the wind continues to blow loudly, yet we still decided to stay here for a few more days, maybe a bit longer. Just until Lily fully heals.

“The imprint she left on you was much better, and she even separated my influence from it,” quite a monster, that woman. “Then she just waited until we got closer to the Saint, connected to its healing aura, and regrew her body from your arm,” before he says anything, I lift my hand, and that makes him stop. “Lissandra isn’t someone who makes the same mistake twice. I don’t think she is influenced by you or anything. But Haddy, do you know what’s fun? She didn’t have any mana or at least none I could feel. She kicked our asses only with the strength of her body.” 

I believe mana is still the best stat, but maybe the other ones aren’t that inferior. “As she regrew her body, she influenced the process and made it as strong as possible,” Again, what a monster.

“Logically, she is still from within the tutorial, so she should have disappeared after we left the floor, right? Together with it,” the older man braces against the wind while looking at me.

“It’s just a theory, but I think she confuses the system a bit. The imprint already passed through one floor, and that confused the system. She then remade it, and that confused the system again. Also, she was first made from my hand and then from your arm instead of trying to get the Saint´s body. I think that was done on purpose. The tutorial treats the bodies of humans from Earth differently. Heck, I would be surprised if all this stuff didn’t mess up the system a little bit.”

“So there is a chance she will become like us? With quests, rewards, and leveling within the tutorial? She also looked different from before.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she were able to do so. As for her looks, I think it was how she looked thousands of years ago, or she just made it look the way she wanted. Either way, it doesn’t matter that much.”

Lissandra being a beautiful young woman might confuse our three teenage boys, but not me. I totally won’t hesitate to punch her face.

“How many more questions can I ask?” Hadwin looks at me.

Oh? Isn’t that quite nice of him to take my personality and growing annoyance into consideration? Good reaction, Haddy! Plus two questions.

“Five more questions, and then you can ask Tess; she knows most of what I do.”

“Thanks, Nathaniel, I appreciate that,” he nods, and I feel some honesty in his voice. In his own way, he also seems to be trying to find a way to me.

“Not five but six more questions,” I say.

To that, he laughs a bit and asks what he wants to know.

 







 

Last night, after Lily and some others fell asleep, the sky cleared. It became almost cloudless, and during that, those of us who were awake saw something surprising high in the sky.

Not exactly high in the sky, but probably in orbit of the planet. Thousands, and maybe tens of thousands, of giant pieces of what can be debris of some old construction orbiting the planet. The white stone-like material reflects the silver light of the moon similar to Earth’s.

I think it’s debris because plenty of those things have sharp angles and are too non-naturally shaped. They just can’t be rocks that are orbiting the planet like they do around Saturn.

The current theory we are running on is that it’s probably some old construction that they built in orbit. Dennis likes the theory that it used to be a massive city that someone teleported from Earth to orbit to kill all the people.

Well, I’m sure we will find out.

Also, my other theory was proven right as we got a new side quest:

Side quest: Reach level 150

Reward: Primary class upgrade/change

Tess didn’t seem as impressed as I thought she would be, but that might be because I did the “I told you so” thingy. 

Well, I can’t have everything. The world is trying to hold us smart people down.

I’m also thinking of selling four low-value epic items I got. Tess was also able to take Edwal’s chest armor with her, and now it sits inside the cave. It’s not fitting her that well, but she says it’s really great for the conductivity of her lightning, so she keeps it in hopes she will be able to change it. In the worst case, she can sell it to the system shop.

As for me, I’ve already picked the crown, the least useful item from the bunch, and started experimenting with it. I’m doing it in a similar way to how I did with Hadwin’s shield before, or with common weapons I kept picking up from side quests and tying mana stones to them.

This epic crown is without any effect now, but it’s extremely durable and cool-looking, not that it helps. When Lily heals up, I plan to give her one piece and maybe she can do something with it. My theory is that she might be able to connect the item to her healing in a similar way to what the Saint did, and that would allow her to heal us over greater distances.

I’m quite happy with it, and even if I somehow destroy one of the items, it will be worth it if I learn to create something that I see as a construct, but on the item instead of inside my body.

So that’s how I spend my “free time,” holding the crown in my hands and consolidating my [Focus] to examine it, at first trying to find out how exactly it works as I follow the circuits that are ever-present there.

The crown is also set up to not take any energy from the user; instead, it has something like a receiver that is used to accept the Saint’s healing mana and transfer it to the user. So the first goal is to change it. To make it so the crown can receive my mana instead of only the Saint’s healing one. Then I will try to see if it can turn my mana into healing and heal me. 

I think this won’t work and I will totally render the current circuits useless if I try to do so, so I’m already preparing to make new ones.

It’s a good plan, and it’s fun to tinker with it. Sure, I’m destroying the item even further, but who cares; It’s just an item. It can disappear or be taken at any time. The knowledge I will get from it will stay with me forever.

I feel a presence moving closer to me and don’t react, and soon Biscuit boops my leg with his nose.

(Sustenance.)

“Oh, are you bored, Biscuit?” I stop focusing on the item in my hand and jokingly put it on Biscuit’s head. He lets me do it while his eyes are patient, as if I’m a small kid he has to deal with.

Not going to lie, Biscuit with a crown that’s too big for him on his head is quite cute. I totally should get something more fitting for him.

But there’s one more interesting thing: “Why are you wearing clothes, Biscuit?”

The cutest corgi on the fourth floor is wearing something that could be a warm-looking jacket made for a small child or baby. It’s clearly not meant for a burrito-like doggo, but someone did cut it a bit and fixed some places so it’s more fitting for Biscuit.

So now he stands here, big crown on his head and a dark orange jacket on him. The jacket even has small sleeves that his short legs are stuck into.

This might be the first time I actually regret not having my phone anymore. Maybe there’s a camera in the shop?

(Sustenance!) Biscuit brings me back to reality, and I look down at the patient doggo and pet him.

“That’s Isabella’s work; I saw her forcing Sophie to help her with that even inside the mansion, and they collected everything they needed,” Maya steps closer and explains while squatting and extending her hand toward Biscuit.

The best dog sniffs it and then offers her his head, which she pets.

“That’s surprisingly calming,” Maya says after a while and then picks out a small piece of jerky from a pouch and gives it to Biscuit.

It almost looks like a transaction between them because Biscuit just takes it and moves closer to me, putting his head on my leg and holding the piece of meat with his front legs while slowly eating it.

For a moment he pauses and looks at me. (Food!) sounds in my head.

“One more and you can pet him a bit later,” I say to Maya, at which Biscuit turns to her and woofs shortly.

The woman laughs and puts two more pieces in front of him, at which point I feel him sending a message even to her before turning back to his food.

“I did talk with Lily a bit, and she made me realize something,” Maya starts carefully but then sighs. “I won’t just walk around it; I’ll be honest with you. I still remember you beating me on the first floor, probably so you could learn [Armament], and I still want to get back at you for that. You know, punch your face at least once.”

“That’s quite reasonable,” I agree with her, to her surprise. “What, do you think I didn’t realize that? I know I’m an asshole and the things I do sometimes aren’t exactly nice.”

“And you still have no problem with that? Throwing Ethan to the bear, beating me up and Hadwin. Acting as if you are ready to just leave everyone behind?” Maya doesn’t seem to blame me, she just asks curiously.

“I long since got used to the fact that I’m not exactly normal. You could say that I do not hesitate to act on my decisions and I can set my priorities straight,” this time I pause and look for the right words. “At the start of the first floor, I did act quite harsh at times, and if there is a need for that, I would do it again. If there is not, I won´t. It’s as simple as that.”

“If I were younger and more naive, I would maybe get more angry and ask you how can you talk like that. I’m still young,” Maya puts emphasis on the word young before continuing, “but not that young. I have a bit more experience than most of the others here so I understand. But I still want to get back at you at least once.”

“You are free to try anytime,” I tell her.

“I didn’t expect anything else,” her face is serious, and before she leaves she says one more thing. “Still, Lily made me realize a few things, and one of them is that most likely most of us wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you. I don’t like that fact, but I’m not hardheaded enough to not accept it. So thank you, I guess, and also thank you for helping me improve. I know you most likely only do it because Tess asked you to, but I still wanted to say that.”

Maya leaves without saying anything else. 

Wow, isn’t Lily a sneaky one? What is she trying to do after our conversation from last time? Is she working on boosting my public image?

I turn my attention back to Biscuit, “What do you think?” I ask him, and he also turns to me while chewing.

(Asshole.)

Dang it, Biscuit.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I keep forgetting to ask, but if you enjoy the story so far, maybe leave a rating or review - if you feel especially bored or generous.

A few really nice reviews were added in the past few days, so I would like to thank the guys that left them. I read them once in a while as morale boost.

You can also follow or favorite. Seeing numbers go up always makes me happy.



And as always, thanks for the comments and reading!



                



Chapter 180 - The hole


                Days have passed and the night has come. This time all of us are awake and staring up at the clear sky, at the debris that orbits the planet, reflecting the light of the moon. Some pieces are giant, probably much bigger than we think as they are so far away; other ones are much smaller and look more like dust shining when direct light lands on it in an otherwise dark room.

It’s pretty, and there are so many questions that come to mind that, in my eyes, make it even more alluring as I stare up there.

“Tess, you can see really far, can you tell what it is?” Min-Jae steps closer to the blonde woman he has a crush on. I have noticed that he is calmer than before in the mansion as we are once again surrounded by unknown dangers, yet sometimes he tries to find an opportunity to talk with her.

“They are too far away even for me, but it’s probably debris, as Nathaniel said. Some shapes are too perfect to be just some random rock orbiting the planet. Maybe it used to be some construction that orbited the planet long ago? Looking at the name of this floor, Waning Realm, we might end up dealing with some post-apocalyptic planet.”

“The second floor was close to being destroyed in a world war, the third floor was a dying world, and the fourth one again. The system sure has some interesting ideas,” Hadwin says.

“Do you think these floors are places that really exist?” This time it’s Dennis who joins the conversation as we slowly move from the entrance and sit inside the cave, surrounding my orb that is as big as an orange and radiating nice heat.

I’m getting better and better at it, and they last much longer and are more stable so I can make them bigger. At first, I thought that infusing my mana with thermal or kinetic energy might be useless, but there seem to be some interesting uses for it.

“There are multiple options. The floors can be made from scratch by the system, whatever the system actually is,” Hadwin turns to me. “Nathaniel, on the other hand, always thought that the floors are copies of worlds that existed millennia, maybe even millions of years ago, and the system keeps reusing them. They could even be copies of worlds that currently exist,” Hadwin’s voice becomes unsure. “We could spend hours theorizing, but in the end, it doesn’t matter that much.”

Dennis frowns, “But couldn’t they be real worlds that the system sends us to?”

To that, his brother, Aaron, gently slaps the back of his head, “Don’t be dumb, every group got the same world, the same floor.”

“I know that you dumbass,” Dennis also pokes his brother. “I meant as if parallel universes and such stuff. It would surely be easier to just move us somewhere than create the world for each group.”

Then they continue to throw multiple theories around, and I listen to them while not joining the conversation. Some of them are straight-up dumb, some are thrown there jokingly, and some of them are depressing as hell.

“I know we talked about it on the first floor already, but I wanted to ask again. What did you hear about the disappearances back on Earth? Before the tutorial?” Hadwin changes the theme when the conversation stops getting anywhere, and I start to listen a bit more.

Even Isabella, who is sitting next to me and petting Biscuit, perks up. “Dad said it’s all bullshit. Same stuff like UFOs!” she says.

“Izzy!” Sophie quickly says, “No cursing, I told you!”

“But that’s what Dad said…” the little girl pouts, to which Biscuit licks her hand and she quickly forgets about that and starts to pet the doggo.

“I have mostly ignored it. Sometimes they blamed it on accidents or just threw some conspiracies around,” Maya shrugs. “People always come up with some explanation.”

“I have heard about it too, but it always felt like clickbait titles or something to get you to watch the news. Stuff like ‘Plane disappeared in Bermuda Triangle’ or ‘Group of tourists lost in the mountains, you could be the next.’” Sophie pauses, opens her mouth, and then just shakes her head and doesn’t say anything else.

“We didn’t hear about it at all,” Dennis says and Aaron nods. “News is for old people,” he continues, and Aaron nods again, which makes Min-Jae laugh a bit.

Still smiling, Min-Jae also says something. “I only heard from a friend that some colleagues of his brother disappeared from the office. Around twenty people and a big chunk of the building with them. They blamed it on an explosion, but there was no debris, no bodies. Now that I think about it, it’s the same as the entire bus disappearing with us.”

After that, silence ensues as everyone thinks on their own.

“The biggest question is what happened to other rounds. If it’s as we and other community members think, and as the system hinted, it means that four rounds of the tutorial already ended. Meaning there are already probably hundreds of people with powers, some of them probably from Hell as well, and it’s hard to imagine how strong they got after 5 years in Hell difficulty.”

Hadwin looks around, his eyes staying on me a bit longer than on others. “I know about disappearances a bit more than you, as they are things I usually notice or had to notice when I worked as a policeman. The first disappearance started happening around four to five weeks ago. If each round of the tutorial is the same, it means there are 10 groups for each difficulty. Easy starts with 2 thousand people, normal with a thousand, hard with 500, and hell with 250. That’s 3,750 people for each round, times four—as we are the fifth round—around 15,000 people disappeared before we even got into the tutorial.”

The wind now blows even louder than before, and I even start absorbing some kinetic energy so it doesn’t reach inside the cave, and turn that energy into heat. It’s nice practice and it also makes the cave more comfortable. I even add [Resonance] to the mix and block some sound of the blowing wind, making it a bit quieter.

Hadwin continues, “To be honest, it might sound like a lot, but in the context of the entire planet, it isn’t much, especially if most of these disappearances probably didn’t even get mentioned in our news as they happened somewhere in smaller countries. I did talk with Lissandra,” as he says her name there is a hint of some emotion in it. Maybe anger? Hate? Disappointment? Anger at himself and not her? “It could be that all the groups get back on Earth at once because of time dilation. It’s all based on the fact that the tutorial won’t start a new round before the one before it has ended. There is also the possibility that each week the round starts and the system doesn’t have a problem running all the rounds at once, and people will return to Earth after 5 years of Earth time and within tutorial time.”

At this point, I stop listening and focus more on practicing my Mana Cycling and examining my healing passive working.

I’m obviously curious about all these questions, but it’s not like they matter too much right now. I won’t let them distract me from getting stronger and from the floors themselves.

I will deal with it when I get there, and meanwhile, I will hope that my sister and mom are fine. Unfortunately, Victoria is… at a place from where it’s hard to take care of mom, but she is smart; she will come up with something.

So I hope for the best, but if I come back to Earth and something happens to either of them, then Lissandra will be the least of the system’s problems.

I slide into [Focus] and feel these worries get pushed away, and not needing to sleep that much, I stay awake for the rest of the night, keeping watch and practicing.

 







 

“It’s a hole,” Min-Jae says.

“No shit. Do you know how deep it is?” Dennis answers him.

“I can see through some darkness, but this one seems to be much deeper than I can see.” Tess examines the hole before taking a small step back.

“Wow,” MIn-Jae ends the short conversation the three of them have with that.

Currently, most of us stand around it, leaving Hadwin and Aaron in the cave with Lily. The twins are constantly keeping up [Connection] in case something happens. The rest of us are here, even little Isabella and Sophie, and we stand close to the hole.

It’s perfectly circular, and its diameter is as long as a small swimming pool. The sides of the hole are somewhat smooth but not to the point of feeling like they were made by a machine; there is some roughness to them. We can see a bit into it, and then there is perfect darkness.

We can’t even see to the bottom. So Min-Jae throws in a stone as big as his head.

“Kim! Do not do such stuff on your own,” Tess tells him, but then even she listens, and we don’t hear anything. The stone doesn’t hit the wall, nor does it hit the bottom we could hear.

Dennis throws in another stone, this time even bigger than the one Min-Jae threw. He throws it at an angle so we hear it hitting the walls, the sound echoing from the side and falling down.

“Fool of a Took!” Min-Jae shouts at Dennis, and both of them giggle, and even Maya seems to be smiling while Tess rolls her eyes, probably giving up on them.

“Nat, Nat, throw in one of your glowing orbs,” Min-Jae pauses, “or a bomb! The one made from tricolored mana!” The boy is excited as he says it and continues to poke me. At that, even Dennis perks up and joins in, trying to make me do so.

“Min-Jae,” I start, “Do you not know all the clichés? The moment I throw in something, we will awaken some ancient evil.”

“It’s nice that you say that, Nat, but why are you already creating one of your orbs?” Tess’s tone is flat as she says so.

“You wouldn’t understand that, Tess. If you are a boy and you see a hole, you either try to make it deeper or throw something inside!” Min-Jae comes to my defense.

“Exactly,” Dennis says while throwing in another stone, “it’s in our genes.”

Seeing us do that, even little Isabella starts throwing in some smaller stones. “You too, Biscuit!” she shouts happily, and the dog, just creates a single tentacle and pushes a smaller stone over the edge into the hole. That makes Isabella even happier.

I listen to their bickering while I push more and more thermal energy into the orb. It’s exactly as Min-Jae said. A need to throw stuff into any deep hole you find feels like a reflex you need to have if you want to call yourself a man.

It’s a must! It’s not childish! And I will pretend I do not see Tess rolling her eyes. At least Maya seems to partially understand, and Sophie is supporting any silly thing Isabella does if it means it will make the little girl happy.

Soon, I am done and throw the orb that is as big as an orange into the hole. The orb is glowing as it starts falling down and lighting its surroundings.

In the darkness of the hole, it shines especially brightly and continues to fall.

One minute.

Two minutes, and the orb starts hitting the walls and still continues to fall.

A bit longer, and only Tess sees it, and I notice some members stepping away from the edge of the hole.

One minute later, it disappears even for Tess.

“Kim, you’re good at math; calculate it,” Dennis nudges the other boy. 

He does just that and It takes a few minutes for him to do the calculations. He asks us how long we think the object was falling and a few more questions before attempting to recalculate. In the end, he appears shocked and tries the calculations once more.

He does it a few times and then just gives up, “I think this hole is deeper than the height of Mount Everest,” he says.
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Chapter 181 - Not a cloud


                On our way back from the hole, everyone is surprisingly quiet, deep in their own thoughts. Learning about how deep that hole was, I also start to watch our surroundings more carefully. 

The mountains that surround us are all terribly tall. Yet there is something that I do realize: they are a bit weirdly shaped. I can’t exactly point it out, but something feels off about them, and now that I look, they start feeling off more and more.

“Maybe we should leave a bit sooner than expected. Me or Maya can carry Lily. I know she probably won’t like it, but this place has started feeling off,” Tess says, echoing my thoughts.

“Yes, let’s do it,” I agree with her. “I will check where we should go.” 

I split from the group and generate enough kinetic energy to push myself higher. Unlike before, it’s much smoother now, and I lift off quickly yet somewhat stably. It’s like I am applying a constant push instead of the short thrusts of energy that I used before. I continue to send more and more energy under me, and it starts getting colder the higher I am, so I turn some of that energy into thermal energy to keep myself warm.

The day is quite clear, so I can see a great distance. When I feel that I am high enough, I stop pushing and instead focus on keeping myself floating at a single spot.

There are mountains as far as I can see. In one direction, there is more snow; most of the mountains are totally covered in snow. On the opposite side, the mountains are getting smaller and smaller.

I spend a bit more time looking and then land back near the others, finding them with my [Perception]. “I think this is the way we should go, but I didn’t see far enough. Can you check it?” I gesture the direction to Tess.

“I won’t be able to get myself that high; you will have to help me,” Tess shakes her head and puts her hand on my shoulder.

I put my arm around her waist and pull her closer. “Ready?”

She nods, and I push us up in the air, this time generating a bit more heat for Tess as well.

When we are high enough, I start keeping us afloat. “I have to say, the view is amazing,” Tess says and collects some mana in her eyes. [Farsight] activates, and she carefully looks around. It takes her around one minute, and then she taps my shoulder. “We can go back.”

When we land again, I let go of her. “So?”

“I think you were right; there seem to be fewer mountains, and they are smaller that way and there are also some plains far in the distance. So let’s grab the others and start moving there. But Nat, we will have to rely on you to keep us from freezing in case it gets worse. I don’t think Isabella will be able to keep her skill running so long, and some of us don’t have high physical stats to endure that.”

“I will be nice enough and do it, so no worries, Tess,” I then look at Izzy. “Who is the better fire user now?” I poke at the little girl.

“You are just a radiator! My flames are much better!” Isabella fights back, but it’s no use. I know the truth. 

Even though I do it in a super janky way and waste more mana than she does, it doesn’t matter with my reserves.

The best fire user in group 4 is me! 

Or at least until Biscuit learns that plenty of food tastes better cooked and learns how to use fire skills as well.

 



 

To move as quickly as possible, Min-Jae lowers our weight with [Gravity Well]. Afterward, he and Tess try to keep the group from splitting apart as others either know how to lower their defenses and let Min-Jae and Tess use skills on them, or they just hold onto people who can do it.

Meanwhile, I’m the engine, and the blonde woman and young boy hold onto me while I continue to generate enough energy to move us through the air.

Dennis says it’s the most ghetto thing he’s seen since the start of the tutorial, and I can’t help but agree with him.

It takes some time to get used to it, and I almost throw us against the top of one of the mountains. There is also an accident where Maya gets separated from the group and nearly crashes to the ground. For that, Min-Jae continues to apologize.

After a few dozen minutes, I get used to it, so I relax slightly and, while still generating enough heat to keep others warm, I create arms made out of pale blue mana and grab every member of our group. Either around the wrist, ankle, or waist.

Then I start moving faster and faster. My doubled-up mana easily allows such expenditure. To move faster, I also have to generate more heat, until Tess uses her skill to push against the wind, creating something like a bubble around us, and it becomes immediately quieter, and the wind becomes almost no problem.

Once in a while, I move us up so Tess can scout again, and we continue. Some members of our group dislike it. Actually, they seem to be hating it, but they have to clench their teeth and deal with it. The distance we have passed would have taken us days on foot.

While traveling, we also spot more holes similar to the first one we saw, and the mountains become weirder and weirder. It’s as if they are man-made instead of created by nature.

But after a few more hours, we start seeing fewer and fewer holes, and the mountains become somewhat more normal again.

“Ant,” Tess says out of nowhere.

What? 

I stop us at the spot and turn us toward where she is pointing. In the distance, there is an ant looking toward us. The ant is dark red, and his antennae are moving from side to side as he holds onto the side of the mountain.

He is too far away for me to feel mana from him, yet his eyes seem to have some soft glow to them.

The ant is as big as a bus.

The creature twitches and, with movement that is surprisingly quick, he dashes toward one of the immensely deep holes nearby and climbs inside.

“Nat, I think we should leave, quickly,” Tess says, and without answering, I collect more of my mana than before and push us away from where the creature disappeared.

 



 

Fucking bus-sized ants.

Sure, normal ants are somewhat cute as they try to pull a big leaf and as they call their friends to collect some sugar from the ground, but this? 

They are massive, meaning that it’s easier to see the details of their faces. Short hair-like things sticking out from some places. Metallic-looking carapace with eyes that seem so lifeless yet so dangerous.

Currently, dozens of them pop up on the mountains all around us, probably from the holes that are ever-present here.

The creatures move quickly and continue to appear in places we pass by. They do not attack, just watch.

“Fuck, do you think these mountains are anthills?” Aaron says out of nowhere, and I nearly crash us against the mountain. This can’t be, right?

I check once again but soon find that the boy might be onto something, but it can’t be right? There are thousands of these mountains.

 



 

Soon we enter the trap; there are a few dozen ants between us and where we are going, and even more jump from the side around us.

Most of them are around level one hundred, with very few being closer to one fifty.

At first, they stand on their legs and bend their bodies slightly, shooting yellowish mana from their bottoms at us. The attack is seemingly organized; all the ants attack at once.

I move us away from the first attack, and Tess uses her [Psychokinesis] to push away the projectiles that are about to hit us.

Then I notice a few ants turning and starting to attack their own, and I realize that Sophie has already started working, and her attack does surprisingly well. 

At first, the ants ignore their own tearing them apart, biting off their legs, or shooting yellowish acid-like substances at them, so multiple ants die. But then, with movements that feel full of anger, they turn against ants controlled by Sophie and attack them, ignoring any attack that lands on them and even ignoring us. They literally tear apart the four ants Sophie took control of, and when they turn back to us, they seem angrier than before.

I continue to focus on avoiding attacks and flying us higher and away from them while others deal with defense or with attacks on them. High in the air, the attacks become much less dangerous, and after a while, I feel others calm down slightly.

Then flying ants come at us, only a dozen of them but each even bigger than the ones from before. The only difference, other than size, is that they seem a lot thinner and have massive wings that flicker at immense speed.

Min-Jae’s small projectiles shoot toward the monsters, and I even feel that he is trying to increase their weight with his skill, but they are hard to hit. Even Biscuit helps by creating a single, long purple mana tentacle that attacks the ants’ wings, successfully causing some damage. I can also sense him sending telepathic messages to the ants. Hopefully, he’s not asking them for food but perhaps calling them assholes.

Tess’s javelin, filled with red and white lightning, pierces through the air and one of the ants; then it flies back and kills another one while returning. At the same moment, two of the ants turn around and start attacking their own, while even Isabella’s blue flames blaze up and hit the closest ant which is immediately set ablaze and starts falling down while burning and twitching, covered in blue flames.

Another javelin trailed by lightning flies, and one more ant dies. Just a few more seconds and they are dealt with, their dead bodies falling to the ground.

“Nat, can you go faster?” Tess asks.

Huh, who does she think I am? I’m still limiting the speed we are moving at to not make them vomit all over me. Our current speed is nothing.

“Yes, that is not a problem. Why?” I ask her.

To that, Tess points toward a dark cloud far behind from where we came. Hmm, what’s with that? 

I turn to her and she still solemnly continues to point there, “Not a cloud,” she says.

Huh? I look again at the not-a-cloud thing and notice that it’s moving weirdly.

Oh, I see.

My heart thumps wildly and I use more energy to move us away from that. From thousands and thousands of flying ants that darken the sky and head right toward where we are.

I ignore screaming; I even ignore Maya’s unladylike throwing up as I continue to move us between the mountains and sometimes changing the direction a bit to avoid smaller groups of flying giant ants.

 



 

It takes us an hour to get rid of the goddamn ants, and it’s good because I already start feeling my mana depleting to dangerous levels. The amount of maneuvering and my lack of experience lead to inefficient use of kinetic energy for flying. Then, I have to spend additional mana to create more energy while also heating the area around us and using mana arms to hold others, which is quite draining.

It’s nice training, of course, and it became a bit more fun when others stopped screaming every time we almost crashed against something.

But at last, the ants stop following us and stay in the mountains or anthills, or whatever I should call them. The ants stopped right after we reached the plains. They just sit there right before the plains and continue looking toward us soundlessly while snapping their mandibles and moving around angrily.

Yeah, screw you too. It’s dead certain I will be back.

            


Chapter 182 - Solo hunting time


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    
Hey! A shout to fellow RR author. As always, check the synopsis and if it sounds like something you might enjoy, you can click or tap on the cover or the link below to get to the story.


[image: Newly Summoned Demoness [Rewrite In Progress]]






Newly Summoned Demoness

by Erios909

Elania’s life is about to change in ways she could never have expected.

Summoned from her college dorm room to a strange new world by demon-worshipping cultists, she flees into the world of Eladu’s deepest caverns before she is bound to their will by an unbreakable contract. 

There she finds an entirely new world, complete with savage predators and creatures straight out of a tabletop RPG.

Forced to fight for her survival in the savage depths, she finds the abilities and powers she has received are a potent weapon. At a cost. But what can a girl do when status screens and system elements have the power to change her very being?

When she reaches civilization, she finds that members of her race are not looked upon kindly. Not wishing to be used as a magical battery, Elania teams up with a pair of unlikely allies. Together they dive into a catastrophic mystery that threatens the entire foundations of underground civilization.

An action that is not looked upon favorably by those who engineered it.

Elania and her new friends are forced to use every ounce of their abilities to fight not only for their own goals and ambitions, but for the fate of an entire city.

Every rung on the ladder of power is a mark on her soul. Only one thing is for certain:

Elaina isn’t going to give up who she is without a fight.

 



 






                

                The plains spread as far as I can see, and only Tess says that she sees some hills in the distance. It’s noticeably warmer here and the ground is rocky with patches of grass here and there, and some trees once in a while. But best of all, there are no bus-sized nightmarish red ants. 

I mean, some oversized ants might be fine, but it stops being funny when they start flying. Creepy jackasses.

I would have shown them something if I didn’t have to taxi our small group. Oh boy, I would love to test the limits of my mana reserves, my bought passive, my flames. I also need to properly test [Resonance]. I have a feeling that I am only scratching the edges of what it’s capable of, and there are plenty of ideas on how to utilize skills that are made from a combination of [Disruption] and [Oscillation].

As we continue to move further away from the giant anthills, I do not stop checking in the distance for suspicious cloud-like things. Tess does the same as we move on foot.

There is no road, so we have to jump over some stones, and small streams of water, and jump over some tears that scar the ground.

We don’t spot any other monsters or animals; it’s just an empty plain. But I’m not that surprised. What kind of maniac would want to stay so close to the thousands, maybe tens of thousands, or maybe even millions of ants? Did I also say that they are bus-sized?

“Our water and food should be able to last us for around one week. You said you and Nathaniel don’t need that much water or food anymore after the body upgrade. By how much?” Hadwin is asking Tess.

“I’m not sure exactly, but I think I’m fine with 50-60% of what I used to eat before? Nathaniel maybe needs even less than that,” Tess answers.

“Less than you; is there any difference between your upgrades?”

“I don’t think so, I think it’s because he has more mana than me and that might affect how much food or water he needs,” Tess says as she moves over the fallen tree and turns to me, “Am I right, Nathaniel?”

“It’s most likely as you said,” I answer. There is still so much we don’t know, and that makes things annoying at times but also more interesting. What is life without some secrets or things to strive for? Things like more mana!

But I think we’ve rested enough, and all this walking is getting boring, “Ready to fly again?” I ask.

Some of the reactions are far from enthusiastic, and I feel personally attacked. So I may or may not have flown a bit more turbulently at some places.

 







 

After a few days of walking and flying, we finally spot something other than empty plains.

“It’s a city,” Tess says smartly.

“Are you sure, Tess? We wouldn’t like it to be another anthill.”

“Nat, I’m sure I can now recognize an anthill from man-made towers.”

“Tess, what if there are bipedal ants or some similar nonsense? Maybe were-ants, or deer ants, cinder ants.”

“You sound annoyed,” Tess asks, yet she still continues to look towards the city only she sees in the distance.

“People are way too nice; it’s creepy,” I answer her honestly.

“That’s what happens if you treat them somewhat nicely and teach them some stuff and save their lives once or twice.”

“Bullshit, I beat Hadwin and Maya, I punched Sophie and tried to kill her too. I exploded two people in front of them, and probably more nonsense. I tell you, Tess, they are planning something.”

“Hadwin tried to kill you, so he deserved that. Beating Maya was quite rude, but I think she thinks you paid back for that by helping her improve. Sophie understands what she did to you, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she expected even harsher behavior from your side. As for exploding two people, you weren’t at your senses, and to be honest, some of us also did similar things, maybe just not in such a way,” Tess pauses.

There is a short silence in which the two of us look into the distance, trying to catch more of the city that might be there.

“Some of us are murderers, and almost all of us did things that would terrify us back on Earth,” she hesitates, “Or maybe not, maybe all of us are here for a reason - because we are not normal and we never fit into society. Maybe only people like us have a chance to survive here.”

The light falls on her, and her long blonde hair tied into a ponytail shines in that light as she turns to me. 

Her steel gray eyes are piercing as a smile slowly appears on her face, “Nat, I already told you, but I want all of us to become comrades. Friends. Even you. So just leave it up to me. Do not worry about what happened back on Earth; I have already forgiven you. Just think about it and maybe open up a bit, and I will deal with the rest. I believe you will enjoy having friends,” the light seems to make her hair glow as it shines in it, while her unwavering eyes look at me.

I leave after saying something I do not remember. She is scary. She reads people easier than Isabella; she manipulates people better than Sophie with her skill. She knows what words to say to make it hurt, as well as to make me feel things I do not want to feel.

To me, Tess is the scariest out of this group.

 







 

It’s solo hunting time! I’ve decided to spend a few days on my own. I need to vent a bit without any people around me.

I exchange a few words with Lily, who, after a few days of traveling through the plains, has one missing leg and a big part of the second one back. She doesn’t seem too pleased, but it will be fine. The girl seems happy about the rare-rated amulet I gave her before. I also tell her the times when I will be in the community, so that seems to ease her a bit.

My goodbye to Min-Jae, Hadwin, and Maya is shorter. On the other hand, the twins and Sophie seem to be not exactly happy that I am leaving, just a little less unhappy than the others. Especially Sophie, who I’m sure still remembers the incident when Goldie turned off my [Focus].

Isabella is stuck between happy and unhappy. Happy because she will get to keep Biscuit for herself and unhappy… well, I don’t know, maybe she got a bit attached to me during the start of the third floor?

Still, she doesn’t have to cry; it makes things awkward.

So, I pet Biscuit a lot and tell him to take care of others. A reliable doggo should be able to.

Tess isn’t there, but I meet her a minute after flying away from where I left the people of group four.

The blonde woman is smiling knowingly. 

“What? You pushed too hard and too soon,” I tell her. I still think it’s more fun to stay with others, but with Tess organizing everything and even Lily doing some PR for me, things are moving too quickly for ol’ introverted me.

So, I need some breathing room. A bit of leveling and fighting so I can clear my mind. The group will be fine as they are all capable and might even be able to grow more without me being there. It’s something Tess and Hadwin both seem to agree with.

“I don’t think I did push too hard,” she takes a short step towards me and then hugs me. It’s a short hug. “Take care of yourself, Nat. I would miss you if something happened to you. I don’t have that many friends to lose one of them.”

“You take care as well; I will be back soon. We will stay in touch in the community,” I wave at her one more time and lift off right after, using kinetic energy to pierce through the air.

I move towards the place where we came from. This floor has a serious ant problem I might be able to help with.

Side quest:Defeat 100 ants.

Reward: 5 shards. 

A new side quest pops up the moment I start moving towards the aforementioned monsters. The rewards are quite cheap, in my opinion, but I already know that the system is a scrooge.

Also, I have planned to use them to level up anyway, so it’s just a small addition to it.

I have a smaller bag with me and within it some water, food, nice snacks, and replacement clothes. It’s all the stuff I can buy through the system shop right now, but why would I waste precious shards when I could take it from Hadwin, who is taking care of rationing and inventory? I might have taken a bit more sweets than he liked, but the man didn’t say much about it.

As I continue to travel through the air, I check the community once in a while, just for a second or two. The main reason is that I want to see when the other groups come to the 4th floor. Currently, it looks like communication with people on different floors is impossible.

That also confirms my theory that one group can return to Earth—in 5 years—while being for example on the 9th floor, and another group will, at that time, be only on the 4th floor. It makes sense, and it’s another reason to clear the floors quickly after getting all you can from them, as the next floor can make you stronger than staying on one floor too long.

Curious, I also join the Beyond community.

Noname - Hey, Savant, are you still on the 3rd floor?

There is no answer, so for a moment, I think that communication through the floors is impossible, or Savant just ignores me, but then an answer appears.

Savant -Are you on the 4th floor?

Yes! Yes! Hahaha.

Noname - Suck it! All the cool guys are already on the 4th floor!

Savant - By cool guys, do you mean yourself? Well, whatever. It looks like those of us from Beyond can talk through the floors while other people can’t.

Noname -Yup, do you have trouble with the 3rd-floor quest?

I can’t help but poke.

Savant -A little bit, but nothing I won’t be able to solve. The system will censor everything useful you could tell me, so just screw off.

Then Savant disconnects, and I am left feeling much better than before. Yup, I know I did have a cheat code called Lily and her [Disintegration], and that also makes me wonder how else I would clear the third floor.

I noticed that Edwal’s lightning did have some anti-healing properties, so maybe by talking with the guy and having him help me? Maybe even the king could be lured to our side and influenced to help kill the Saint. I do not believe that he wouldn’t know how after thousands of years. He most likely just didn’t want to.

As for me, I could probably do it with that weird-ass black mana that the king seemed to recognize. Or I could once again create a strong enough thermal orb and burn the Saint’s entire body at once. I just think it would need to be much stronger than the one I used against the two warriors. Much, much stronger.

Well, it’s all in the past, and let’s not think about Lissandra who stayed there. Let’s hope she won’t get her hands on the black dagger I left behind, which could dominate and devour mana a bit. Yup, she totally won’t get her hands on it. It totally won’t come back to bite me in the ass.

I miss Lissthaniel.

Well, not that much, but it would be better than Lissandra, who is so close to her original self. That cockroach-like Absolute is scary as heck.

            


Chapter 183 - Favorite kind of monsters


                So the ants are still there, waiting on the mountains but not entering the plains. Car and bus-sized nightmarish monsters with their dead-like eyes are crawling creepily over the rocky surface of the mountains or anthills or whatever it is. Even though they have no human-like eyes, I keep getting the feeling that all of them are staring at me.

Hundreds of them are there. Fewer than when we were running away and I already see a few of them leaving, maybe to call more friends.

There are even flying ones that are currently on the ground.

Good.

I breathe in and use the Mana Regulator to increase the amount of mana my heart is getting, and I start feeling kinetic energy flow through my body. As always, it threatens to tear it apart the moment there is too much of it, but I accept the feeling. I got used to it and, after dealing with the energy time and time again, I welcome it.

I [Focus], and the world loses its colors. Useless thoughts disappear, and there is only me, my skills, and the enemies against me.

Armor forms around my body. The effect of [Initiate of Pride] makes it more beautiful. It’s not to the point where it becomes overdecorated; it just seems masterfully crafted, simple, effective, and somewhat deadly.

More mana flows into the armor, and it takes on a dark blue hue with light blue wisps flowing through it.

Then I start turning all kinetic energy into thermal and fill ten or so mana javelins that float over me with that thermal energy. The pale blue projectiles start glowing with a dark yellow color that seems like cracks go through them.

I decide that first, I will test my new passive that heals me the more heat I have, and I will try to improve my flames.

When I charge towards them, the ants do not attack; they just wait. But the moment I step on one of the mountains, they charge at me. Not all at once, but in smaller groups. Smart monsters know that there isn’t enough space for all of them.

The first ant dies the moment my javelin pierces through its head, and it then explodes into flames near another ant, hurting it badly.

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - lvl 95]

Flame explodes in front of me like a flamethrower, scorching and melting another ant.

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - lvl 92]

Two more attack from behind my back, and two javelins kill them. One of the javelins kills another ant in the explosion.

In quick succession, I use the javelins to target more ants, mainly flying ones. Before shooting them, I fill them with more thermal energy, so that when they explode, they kill more ants.

Ant monsters are big and quick; there are a lot of them, but it’s not a problem. I continue to move quicker than they are able to, and when they get closer, my flames melt them, making them flail on the ground. The ones using ranged attacks, I kill with mana projectiles. 

The ants are not as dangerous. Sure, they have high stats most likely, and they are quite massive, but their biggest advantage is their numbers and amazing coordination. It’s like someone is leading them, or they are communicating in a way I can’t notice.

After killing most likely a hundred of them, I get the notification and also shards.

A new quest appears:

Side quest: Defeat 200 ants.

Reward: 10 shards

A few more ants later, another notification pops up.

[Lvl 125 > Lvl 126]

Good, so now then. Let’s see if I can get to level 150 quickly and upgrade my Primary Class finally.

 







 

I feel gravity pulling on me much harder as I fly over the mountains. The new kind of ants that I met prove themselves to be quite annoying.

Smaller than Ant Warriors but the same shade of red. Their heads are a bit bigger, and they love to use some kind of gravity skill to make me heavier. In the notification, they are called Gravity Ants.

Yup, the system doesn’t bother to come up with a cooler name for them.

But this time there are too many of them; probably a few tens of gravity ants are able to target my body, and I come crashing down. My strengthened body doesn’t take any damage, and the armor also helps, but the moment I stand up, I feel intense pressure pulling me back to the ground.

A new variation appears: Stone Ants. They just crawl from the ground. There are no tunnels; they just phase through the earth like it’s not there.

I try to move, but the pressure intensifies even more, and I feel myself crashing down.

Stone Ants quickly reach me, and a few dozen of them surround me, biting on my armor, which resists them, and I take no damage. Yet they continue, and stronger and stronger ants start appearing, some of them even reaching close to level 140.

Cracks start to appear on my armor, and soon I feel the bites on my skin. Yet I am durable. The mana, my constructs, make my body even stronger than the armor that I made, and there is barely any damage; only sometimes do they draw some blood.

So I lower my defenses a bit and keep collecting kinetic energy inside my body.

Wounds collect, and more blood is drawn. Deep cuts and bites appear on my limbs, on my neck as they try to bite off my head, and more and more ants surround us. A hundred, two hundred. They create a circle and wait for their opportunity while gravity ants hold me.

My blood seems to excite them even more, and the ones that draw blood twitch their antennae excitedly. The monsters communicate soundlessly between themselves.

Soon it reaches the point that I’m sure my body is impossible to see through all these ants, so I flip the imaginary switch. All the kinetic energy that I was collecting immediately turns into thermal, and brilliant golden flames explode into the area like a giant wave, melting every monster in their way.

Dozens, hundreds of notifications ring quickly after each other, and all but a few ants around me fall down dead. I boost my body and use [Resonance] to get rid of the annoying gravity skills’ effects on me.

I slowly walk out of the area where the stones on the ground are melted, looking more like lava. There are hundreds of monstrous bodies around me. The area of effect is massive, and I feel a huge chunk of my mana disappear.

And in all of this, my injuries heal quickly. The blood stops flowing, cracked bones heal, and wounds close with speed visible to the naked eye. The effect is not as good as Lily’s, but over time my newest passive heals my battered body easily.

I quickly locate the annoying gravity ants and rush at them. My sword slashes through them easily, even without me having to use my skills. It’s that epic weapon whose connection to the saint of the third floor I cut with my black mana dagger.

When I’m done with the entire group, I am 10 shards richer and 1 level higher. A new side quest appeared this time with the goal of killing 300 ants for 15 shards.

I reduce the amount of mana my body leaks with the help of my Mantle and my control over it. To make it leak even less, I do Mana Circulation, and it continues to move mana through my circuits.

With such a reduced signature, I try hiding a bit to delve deeper into the mountains.

 







 

A day or two pass and even though I have fun hunting ants I decide to check the community.

Sset (Hell, group 4) -Yes, there are people in the city and something else… I would like to tell you, but Kim, Aaron, and Dennis keep telling me to keep it a secret to surprise you.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -You are making me curious.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - It won’t hurt you; you will see. Anyway, the city is full of tall towers, and the situation here is… complicated. There were some problems, but now it’s somewhat safe, and we are already looking for a place to sell some of the valuables the boys brought from the third floor.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -Nathaniel, Biscuit misses you; you should come here as soon as possible.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Who is Nathaniel?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -Oh… but Tess used our real names too!

Sset (Hell, group 4) -No, Noname is right. We should avoid using our real names. Right now, we are probably the only ones on the 4th floor, but some of them will surely clear it. I made a mistake.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Well, it probably doesn’t matter anyway, but just in case. So you plan to set up the base and then go on quests outside of the city?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Yes, the system gave us plenty of quests, and some of them even offered shards as rewards. There are a lot of monsters in the underground tunnels, plains nearby, or in the forest that’s a bit further. So we will level up as well.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Sounds good. I will connect again at the time we mentioned.

Sset (Hell, group 4) -Stay safe.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Stay safe! (•◡•) /

I close the window and look toward one of the holes that are deeper than Mount Everest and a continuous stream of ants that continue to climb out of it. This time, most of them are either two question marks or close to it, meaning that hundreds of around level 150 ants crawl around, probably looking for me.

I open my mouth, and two orbs fly out. Orbs made of tricolored mana that already start turning white and are about to explode.

Some of the ants notice that, and tens of monsters turn to me with their lifeless-looking eyes as I sling two orbs toward them, feeling around half of my mana leaving my body.

A big group of a new variation does something that feels like combining their skills and targets one of the orbs, which gets slowly untangled by them and dissipates even before reaching them, just exploding halfway.

The second orb reaches them and hits something like a mana barrier that is kept up by another group of ants. Even though they try to stop it, the orb explodes and tears apart the barrier, and the shockwave followed by heat hits the monsters, scorching plenty of them and then sucking in more of them.

Bus-sized monsters are unable to resist the implosion, and their bodies get broken, folded, and pulled toward where the center of the orb is.

[Lvl 129 > Lvl 130]

I invest the stat points and use kinetic energy to push myself away from them, then continue to fly for around twenty minutes until I am sure I am far enough.

Then I start masking my presence again, hiding in the ever-present gaps on the side of the anthills, or whatever they are.

I watch my mana regenerate, and slowly I start creating another orb inside my mouth, an orb that I hide with Mantle and [Resonance]. It’s easier to hide a small orb than to hide mana that would flow through my body. This time, I start storing thermal energy inside of it and watch as their scouts continue to fly around. I even feel pulses of mana searching the area.

More time passes like that, and when I am finally ready, I leave my hiding spot. 

Then I feel movement and immediately use Symbiotic Transference to turn some of that thermal energy inside the orb into strengthening my body. Just in time to stop myself from being bitten in half.

I look down at the ant that is reaching my waist, and its massive mandibles bite into my body, drawing blood but unable to push more because of my strengthening.

[Phantom Ant - lvl ??]

The ant seems to be almost surprised and quickly lets go, and its body flickers, the monster turning invisible.

Oh, I see, my favorite kind of monster.

Before the ant disappears fully, I blow its head off with a short burst of concentrated thermal energy and send my senses into the area, looking for similar signatures I felt from the ant when it tried to turn invisible.

Immediately, I locate a few dozen of them all around me.
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Chapter 184 - Flames


                Before they get to react, the orb filled to the brim with thermal energy leaves my mouth and floats near me. Then I start releasing short bursts of concentrated flames from it instead of exploding it at once.

The already darkening area lights up with the yellowish glow of my flames, and monster after monster is set ablaze and killed immediately.

Entering deeper [Focus], I methodically change my position and continue to search for and attack the invisible ants that are all around me. As with most of the monsters with skills that allow them to hide, they are fast but physically weaker. Every time they try to get closer, they just get burned by a blast of flames.

I continue to jump, dodge, and improve my hold over the orb that floats nearby. It’s still so filled with an immense amount of heat, and I only use a little bit to kill the Phantom Ants. I do not stop until they are all dead.

All twenty-six of them.

I even spent some time obliterating their bodies using kinetic energy.

Then I feel a touch of Gravity Ants and just resonate mana on my skin, removing the effect of their skill from me over and over again, no matter how hard they try or how many of them do so.

I lift off and start flying around while feeding my heart with more mana and keep converting kinetic into thermal energy.

Yellow flames continuously explode from me. Sometimes as a flamethrower, sometimes like a short blast of heat. In other cases, mixed into my mana projectiles and shot over long distances.

Then, just before finishing the side quest requiring me to kill 300 ants, the strongest one so far appears. One with immense mana that reaches out toward me and tries to dissipate my flames and the orb still floating near me.

For a moment, our mana clashes against each other and I push against him with my [Resonance] and stop him from doing that. Immediately after, I shoot projectiles at him. A javelin that I fill with thermal energy that the monster dissipates before it reaches him.

Another javelin appears and this time filled with kinetic energy, the ant dissipates it as well.

[Mana Harvester Ant - lvl ??]

I start releasing heat all around my body, burning the ants that get closer to me, and dash at this one. Yellowish flames light up the side of the mountain and throw flickering flames all around us while I continue to focus on the monster in front of me.

I study him, watch the way the monster moves its mana, and when it tries to dissipate my flames again, I reach out and this time my mana resonates. The monster loses control over his skill.

It’s just a short moment, but it’s enough for a blast of now more concentrated golden flames to blow off his head.

[You have defeated a Mana Harvester Ant - lvl 158]

The moment the monster dies, even more of them replace him. With more ants of the same variation, all of them reach out to me to cancel my skills.

My Mantle totally blocks their attempts to mess with the mana inside my body, but my flames weaken and I feel my heart thump loudly.

I slip deeper into [Focus] and lower a bit of its hold over my emotions and feel myself getting fired up as more and more monsters surround me. Wordlessly, and with only the sound of their chitin-like legs hitting the rocky surface of the mountains.

Then all the sounds disappear, and the world loses even more of its colors, and mana starts shining even brighter.

I throw myself right against them while releasing all the heat stored inside of the orb in a brilliant explosion of golden flames that lick the entire side of the mountain, melting the stone and killing dozens of the monsters.

 







 

A bit later, I don’t even bother hiding and just sit at the top of one of the mountains and wait for ants to group up before they push me again.

This situation reminds me of Beyond a bit, yet it doesn’t feel that dangerous. Ants’ biggest advantage is numbers, and individually they aren’t that strong, even with levels well into the hundreds. Sure, they have big bodies and are most likely really durable, but I counter them pretty well.

I am faster than them, my skills do more damage, and their skills don’t affect me as I can disrupt them. And my mana pool is massive.

Fighting for a few hours, I more and more appreciate the 1st stage of Mana Amplification. I already did have a high amount of mana before, and doubling it still feels like cheating. Every time I invest stat points into mana, it’s as if I leveled up twice and got 6 stats in the attribute instead of three.

So yeah, the ants are weak against me, and if they don’t pull out some stronger, named ants, I will continue to farm them for levels.

Sensing another Phantom Ant sneaking up on me, I let him get closer, and when he nearly reaches me, a yellow flame sets him ablaze and a push with kinetic energy sends him rolling down the mountain while burning.

Who told you to be so flammable, you dumbass?

Finally, the ants seem to be ready as they start climbing up the mountain at the same time as the flying ones join the attack.

Hundreds of giant ants silently start their attack.

First, I blow off the side of the mountain, and the first wave gets hit by the landslide and avalanche. Then dozens of projectiles boosted with kinetic energy pierce the most annoying variations.

And when more of the melee attack ants attack me, [Redistribution] envelops them and affects dozens of the monsters, slowing their movements slightly. There are too many of them, and their stats are too high to do more, but even that is enough.

I grab that energy; I change it, and the golden flames light up the night again.

 







 

I have noticed it before, but the closer to level 40 my skills are, the harder they are to level up. Obviously, the higher the level of the skill, the harder it is to level it up, so it makes sense. It’s nothing unexpected, but it’s nothing I am happy with.

The being in the Beyond warned me not to get my skill to level 99, so maybe something special will happen then? As for that being, what levels are its skills? 99, the level it warned me about, or does it not rely on something like that? Or is the level much higher?

As always, the system won’t tell me anything about it, so I just have to wait and find out on my own, and I will do just that. I was warned not to get any skill to level 99, and it sounded to me that having even one skill close to that level is a really big achievement.

So, obviously, my goal is to get multiple skills to that level! I won’t let some creepy stalker-like presence hold me back!

But step after step, I need to reach level 150 and upgrade my Primary class; then I will return to the others and learn a bit more about this floor. They should be able to collect some useful information.

I look down at the monsters that slowly surround the area around the mountain I sit on. They just stand there, motionless, and stare at me.

The monsters are waiting for something or someone.

I breathe in the cold air around me and continue to fill the orb hovering near me with more and more thermal energy. It’s easier to squash a lot of energy inside of it, unlike my body. Also, in case I lose control, I can just throw the orb away, unlike the energy I would be collecting inside of my body.

Snow continues to fall slowly; when it gets close to me, it melts and evaporates. A bit of the area around me is without any snow on it, and it gets bigger and bigger the more thermal energy I fill into the orb.

I found out it works better than kinetic energy or just compressing mana into tricolored mana. The ants seem to have lower defenses against fire, and even their mage-like variations defend against it much worse than against mana-based attacks.

That’s why I continue to jump around like some pyromaniac with a flamethrower. Once again, I thank the sacrifice of all the monsters that died so I could learn to convert kinetic energy into thermal.

Slightly bored by waiting, I start examining my own feelings as well. Now that I am away from other members of our group, I can think properly, and there is some sense of freedom as well.

Yet part of my mind already misses that silly doggo, reliable Tess, extremely bullyable Lily, nosy Isabella, and even the cheeky boys. Heck, even Hadwin and Maya have kind of grown on me. I can’t even pretend anymore that I don’t care about them.

It’s not like I see them as friends; that much old silly me still doesn’t want to accept, but I think there are already some seeds of that. 

When did it happen? When did I open up enough for them to find a way to me?

Dangerous, people from the Hell Difficulty are dangerous.

Anyway, I already decided to give it a chance, so that’s what I will do. But knowing Tess and seeing her and Lily’s attempts to improve my image, I already know it might happen sooner rather than later.

Finally, the monsters start moving, creating a pathway between their bodies. A new variation of the ant uses this pathway to move closer. It walks slowly, almost as if bearing some dignity, and the other ants silently and without moving at all, watch it pass.

The new ant stops, and then blue flames start to flicker all over its red carapace.

[Flame Legion Ant - lvl ??]

Right after, another ant crawls to its side.

[Flame Legion Ant - lvl ??]

And another. Soon, ten of them stand down there, blue fire burning around them. Their lifeless eyes seem to be looking right at me and at the orb next to me as their antennae continue to move in sync.

An orb appears in front of the group of ten Flame Legion ants, and flames from all of the ants start feeding it in a similar way I do to my orb.

The flame orb swells to the size of a beach ball as more and more of their fire enters it. It starts to illuminate the night with soft and flickering blue light that throws creepy shadows on the ground and lights up the hundreds of ants down there. The way they just stand there without moving at all is somewhat creepy. Like they are bus-sized statues made by some crazy artist. Extremely detailed and even creepier because of that.

The Flame Legion ants continue to only move their antennae and feed the orb.

And I do the same, compressing all the thermal energy that I feed it. It’s smaller than theirs, much smaller, maybe the size of a baseball and it shrinks even more and gradually changes color from dark yellow to brilliant golden.

Come, show me what you can do.

As if hearing my thoughts, the ants do just that, and their orb flies high into the air. It then expands to the size of a smaller house, lighting up the entire side of the mountain in bright blue light, like a small sun. The air becomes dry. The snow melts, and the water from it instantly evaporates.

Then the giant orb flies at me and as it passes through the air, it elongates and changes from a round, globe-like shape to a more elliptical one. The front of the orb takes on a darker shade of blue, and its tail becomes much paler.

And I do not dodge, nor fly away, even though I easily could.

In the same way, the ants attacked me, I shoot my golden orb at them, much smaller in comparison to theirs, and then I [Focus] and reach out toward theirs.

            


Chapter 185 - Night into day


                There is no hesitation as my mana swirls through my body and powers up the skills I need to use. It moves with all the confidence I feel and is fed to the skill that transforms it and reaches out from my body toward the fireball flying at me.

The giant ball of flames pauses in the air and returns to its round shape. I push more; my mana resonates as I take over the flames with my usage of [Redistribution] and [Resonance].

How hard can it be to deal with a few monsters that are around level 160 from what I can feel? How can they compare to Cinderbear from Beyond and his control over the heat his body generated?

At the same moment as I take over the blue fireball, my golden orb explodes down there as ten Flame Legion Ants try to take it over. Their mana moves, tries to weaken it; they try to absorb the orb, they try to dissipate it.

Nothing works, and just a moment before reaching them, the orb expands and blazes up into an explosion of bright golden flames that devour everything.

A golden light turns the night into day for just a short moment, and then heat follows. Snow immediately turns into vapor without turning into water first. The ground cracks under immense heat and turns into something that reminds me of lava.

The heat immediately evaporates the closest ants, dozens of them, and the ones further away are set ablaze. 

I absorb the heat that reaches me and recycle it, feeding it to the blue fireball I took over. It expands and threatens to explode, but I take control of it and force it under my will.

[Resonance] breaks through the bottleneck and finally reaches level twenty at the same moment as I make the fireball smaller. And smaller. The color is still blue, affected by the mana of the ants, but now there are streaks of gold going through it; it’s now as big as an orange.

The attack continues, and the surviving ants climb up the mountain, still, hundreds of them left. The monsters are not scared, not hesitating as they throw their bodies against me at the top of the mountain.

Streams of blue flame with golden streaks blaze into the night, continuing to burn all the ants that get too close. The amount of heat the orb packs is incredible, so I continuously funnel it and shoot it out in a stream that devours and sets ablaze any monster that gets too close, constantly sending flashes of light into the area.

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - lvl 95]

 [You have defeated an Ant Warrior - lvl 97] 

[You have defeated a Gravity Ant - lvl 135]

 [You have defeated a Phantom Ant - lvl 145]

 [You have defeated an Ant Warrior - lvl 95] 

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - lvl 101] 

[You have defeated a Phantom Ant - lvl 148] 

…

Notifications continue to ring, and I only pause to invest all the stat points I am getting from level-ups. It takes what feels like a long time, but the last ant finally dies, and I stop my flames, which I had to feed with my own energy as I depleted the ones from Flame Legion Ants.

The air continues to shimmer, still hot from all the heat that was released. The air is hard to breathe. My throat is parched, and I can feel how dry the air and my skin are.

I reach out and pull as much residual heat as I can and start creating a new orb while checking notifications.

[Lvl 132 > Lvl 135] 

Side quest is also updated again. Side quest: Defeat 800 ants.

The amount of shards I am getting seems like it shouldn’t be so “easy” to get. Sure the system won’t nerf it? Anyway, I quite lucked out with my opponents, didn’t I? But yeah, who told them to be so flammable and weak for their level? Well, at least to me they are weak. Something tells me that other people might have a bit more trouble with them.

But the plan is simple. Get as much as I can out of this before things turn to shit. Knowing the system, something will mess up fairly soon, and I will have to make some changes. The system just hates me having some fun. Maybe I will lose my left arm again; maybe some Deer ant will pop up, or some were-ant monster. I wouldn’t be surprised at all.

My mana encompasses the area as far as I can, and this time I detect only a single ant. A smaller variant I didn’t see up until now. That ant stands at the top of the mountain quite a distance away from me, and when I move closer, the ant activates some skill and disappears to the edge of my detection range, watching me.

Looks like they have swapped tactics after Flame Legion Ants did nothing against the attack they saw me use the most—my flames.

I try shooting a javelin at the scouting ant, but the monster disappears the moment I do so and once again watches me from the edge of my [Perception]. It’s too far so I can’t see what class or level it is, but from seeing how it keeps a distance, it’s sure to be at least a bit over 150.

Okay, let’s collect more thermal energy before another wave comes at me; the little scout can watch.

As before, I find one of the taller mountains and sit on top of it. I use Mana Regulator and allow more of my mana to flow into my Kinetic Mana Heart and then transfer all energy it generates into thermal energy.

It doesn’t take that long and two more ants appear on the edge of my [Perception] and continue to watch me.

After a few more minutes, it gets annoying, them just looking at me. 

Okay, I will fuck you up.

I stand up and prepare to throw myself at them when something hits me. A skill. 

A moment later, mana washes over me and the orb I was compressing until now gets out of my control.

Uh, oh.

The orb explodes and a blast of dark yellow flames fire up against me. The entire amount I was collecting up until now gets expelled at once and I slip into [Focus] and knowing that my [Redistribution] wouldn’t be able to handle all of this heat at once, I activate [Resonance] instead.

Space itself shimmers around me as I resonate and weaken and cancel all the heat that is expanding from the exploding orb near me. I am able to reduce the impact by a lot, yet I still feel burns covering the entirety of my body as I am thrown away from the explosion.

My body crashes on the ground and continues to roll down the mountain until I absorb the kinetic energy of my fall and immediately create armor around my body. Just in time as the ground under me bulges and two heads of ants bigger than before bite at me.

One of the ants bites its mandibles around me and the armor around my body cracks and barely holds on before I send a pulse of resonating mana along the blade of the sword I pull out and cut off the mandible.

I do not stay on the ground and instead push myself high into the air.

But they have expected that.

There is already something like a web encompassing the huge area around me. The mana it contains isn’t that large as they created it quickly, but there are multiple layers to it and it seems to have disrupting tendencies.

I shoot flames against it, but the moment I do so another wave of mana washes over me and the flames that left my body get out of my control and just die off in the air.

Quickly, I detect the monster that did that and instead of flying up, I change direction and push myself towards that monster. But even that seems to be somewhat expected and two ants step into my way.

Ants of a similar size to the others, yet their bodies are covered in weird symbols that radiate mana and glow in a white color.

The moment I get close, these ants charge at me and their carapaces easily deflect my mana projectiles, and their mandibles get filled with mana and with an effect similar to my [Armament], they elongate and double up in size. Large mandibles made of mana that, even without checking, I immediately know are immensely sharp.

I reduce the amount of thermal energy inside me that I kept high to heal myself, and instead, I turn it back to its original form and a thin cone of kinetic energy hits one of the ants and explodes half of its head.

The monster staggers backwards and white glowing symbols on its body start to glow even more, and its head starts regenerating until it’s fully healed. Right after, some of the white glowing symbols on the ant disappear.

Interesting.

I dodge their attacks that are much faster than those of the other ants and continue to throw kinetic energy at them. This energy is not canceled, unlike thermal energy.

Both ants that have carapaces covered in white glowing symbols attack me in tandem and continue to block for each other. When I explode the legs of one of them, the other one pushes me hard until the other one regenerates them.

They quickly learn to expect attacks with kinetic energy and every time I move my sword, they jump back and wait for the right chance, almost as if they feel the resonating mana that coats the blade.

Their physical stats are really high, so it’s hard to absorb the movement of their bodies.

Soon, they find a chance and I get thrown away by one of them; the second one uses the opportunity and jumps at me with mana-filled mandibles wide open, while the other one circles as if to attack my back.

My mana resonates and the mandibles dissipate to the ant’s shock, and its normal mandibles just snap a bit in front of me.

More mana flows into my sword, and I slash it against the ant’s face, which gets split in half. The symbols start glowing and [Resonance] halts the skill long enough for my kinetic energy to explode half of the ant’s body.

The ant´s body falls down, and the symbols flicker one more time before the ant dies.

[You have defeated an Ant Sentinel - lvl 181]

Without hesitation, I turn around and this time I do not hold back. I’ve seen everything I wanted and have an idea of how their skills work. Mana resonates in the area while two large mana arms reach out from my back and grab the remaining ant. It´s easier now that the ant´s symbols have lost some of their glow under the influence of my disrupting mana.

A following blast of kinetic energy finishes the monster.

[You have defeated an Ant Sentinel - lvl 178]

[Lvl 135 > Lvl 136]

Having dealt with the duo, I boost my body and continue to run towards the place where the ant that keeps messing with my flames is.

The net over my head continues to strengthen more and more, and the spacing in between is finer. The net covers a massive area, and I see hundreds of ants that enter the edge of my perceiving scans and continue to feed it. They all work together, and only a few ants maintain the skills while others feed them their mana. Something that all ants share allows them to work together in such a way.

Just as I reach the annoying ant, another ant phases out of the ground; it nearly looks like its body moves through the material like earth. That ant touches the one that messes with my thermal energy, and both of them sink into the ground and their mana signature disappears.

Then a giant net around me sets down, and a pulse of mana is sent through the area.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Thank you for reading and commenting!

Also, thank you for 10,000 followers! When I began writing, I couldn’t imagine my story becoming one of the top 50 most followed on Royal Road.

Especially since this is my first story and I only started writing at the beginning of this year. I think I’ve improved a lot in the past few months, and the current chapters are much (in my opinion) better than the early ones.

Hopefully I will only continue to improve!

Thanks once again, and have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 186 - Just four more levels


                Did I just get caught in the net or cage-like thing by a bunch of ants? It sure looks like it.

Still, I’m not that worried, as the ants seem to be able to pass through that net easily. At some point, the net turns into something like a mana barrier that seems to allow only them to go in and out.

Right behind the barrier, I see the ants grouping up.

When I shoot a mana projectile at the barrier, it doesn’t even dent it. Instead, a pulse of mana is sent through the barrier at the point of impact. It looks as if you threw a stone into water, with ripples going through.

The same thing happens to projectiles filled with kinetic energy and thermal energy. They just crash, explode, create ripples, and that’s it. Ants behind it continue to feed it more and more mana, and it continues to shrink as well as become denser.

When I step closer to it and shoot disrupting mana at it, the ripples become much bigger than before, as the barrier itself or the ants behind it detect an attempt to cancel it and fight against it by strengthening and reforming it at the point where the disruptive skill hit it.

I also detect that the barrier goes deep into the ground.

For the next few minutes, I continue to throw attack after attack on it, even hurling a javelin filled with tricolored mana or striking against it with the epic sword I took from the third floor. None of the attacks do that much damage, yet I continue doing so while observing it.

It’s quite fascinating to watch dozens of ants with different mana signatures combine their mana to feed the barrier and maintain it. They must have a skill similar to what the twins have - Dennis and Aaron. Something like [Connection] that allows them to work together. Or it could be a trait that all of the ants have? Or maybe something entirely different.

Fascinating, so fascinating!

The barrier as well. I have created some barriers of my own before, but this one is different. It’s much bigger and, unlike mine which are hard as steel and break when the attack is too strong, this one moves a bit. Ripples are sent through it as it absorbs some of the attacks, and the mana from other parts of the barrier rushes to the point of impact to strengthen it.

I then pause and check the amount of kinetic energy that I’ve collected inside of my body. It’s a lot. That much should be enough.

Taking a few steps, I reach the barrier and activate [Resonance]. The mana flickers and pulsates on top of my skin; it resonates all around me. I already know the frequency of the barrier, so I mirror it. I take another step and pass through the barrier as if it’s not there.

The ants that up until now continued to flicker their antennae and communicate while strengthening the barrier come to a stop. The bus-sized monsters almost seem to be embarrassed.

Then, the collected kinetic energy explodes from my body, and the fight continues.

 







 

POV Lily Chen

“So, then Grumpy brought a dead mouse to my bed. I still don’t know from where since we live in an apartment building and there shouldn’t be any, right? And I only wanted him to try on the clothes I bought for him once.”

“Lily, your cat is based,” Dennis says.

“Right? What a chad. Grumpy sounds cool,” Aaron chimes in.

As many times before, the twins start to tease me. They do it even more now that Nathaniel isn’t here.

“Tess, I am so bored,” I complain to the blonde girl who sits in the corner of the room and goes through multiple papers with Hadwin and Sophie.

“The easiest solution to that would be to finish regenerating your arm, and when you’re fully healed, we will take you out to hunt,” Tess turns to me and winks while smiling. Then she turns back to Hadwin, “I think this quest would be good for you. These kinds of monsters seem to be mostly melee range attackers and…” she continues, but I already turn back to the twins.

Aaron and Dennis are silent, but as always, they must be communicating through the connection they share.

The house we are in is pretty, very pretty. It’s on top of a hill with a view of nearly the entire city full of tall towers and trees. Kim said it was expensive as heck, costing them a big chunk of the valuables they stole from the third floor. But he mentioned that our home base should be comfortable since we don’t know how long we will stay here.

“Do you think Nathaniel will be mad if he finds out we sold the epic bracelet he left with us?” When I ask that, the twins immediately go silent, and even Kim, who sits near them, looks uncomfortable.

It’s so funny that I giggle.

“Shut it, Lily! You’re also staying in the house we bought with the money we got for it!” Even though Dennis says that I see he’s still nervous.

“Nat always says it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission,” Kim joins in.

“Kim, buddy, that’s nice and all, but as you might have noticed, Nat can be really…” Dennis pauses and looks around. When he sees Biscuit, he stops.

“Heh, Dennis, are you worried that Biscuit will tell on you to Nathaniel?” I just can’t help but add in.

Nathaniel always treats me so nicely, so it’s fun to see the two cheeky twins be so worried about his petty acts of revenge. I know that Nathaniel doesn’t see me the way I would like him to, but that’s fine! I will grow! And I am patient, really patient.

For now, I will enjoy him treating me like a cute little sister.

“Lily, you should be much more scared of this corgi; you guys have no idea how terrifying he is!” This time it’s Aaron saying that, and all of us look towards where Biscuit is.

Held in the arms of little Izzy, who even put a scarf around his neck. Now that Nathaniel isn’t here, poor Biscuit is constantly targeted by the girl.

(Asshole. Gone.) Biscuit sends to everyone in the room. And it almost seems like he is complaining about Nat being gone and having to deal with Izzy.

Kim starts laughing out loud, and even Maya giggles a bit, along with Hadwin. 

Only the twins are silent. “They are so screwed if Nathaniel finds out,” one of them says, and the other one just nods solemnly.

That’s when someone knocks on the door, and Kim opens it to a nicely dressed man who bows to him. I notice that this somewhat makes Kim happy, but he also blushes slightly and tries to act with dignity.

“Here is a list of available quests, monster information, maps, a list of powerful people in the city, and all the other things you asked for,” the bag he hands to Kim seems to be filled to the brim with papers with information, and Kim nods.

He then takes out a mana stone from the pouch he has on his belt and hands it to the man. It makes the man’s eyes shine. We have paid upfront, so this tip seems to make him happy and probably is worth a lot.

“Me too!” Izzy lets go of Biscuit and runs on her short legs towards Sophie and reaches out her hand.

To that, Sophie smiles. As many times before, I’m amazed by the change the big loving smile does to her face, and she absentmindedly grabs a mana stone from her pouch and hands it to Izzy.

It’s one of the more valuable ones.

Izzy immediately runs to the man and hands him the stone, which he carefully takes with his eyes wide open. He then quickly leaves, as if worried we will ask for it back.

“Sophie, that stone was most likely as much as his yearly wage,” Tess sighs from behind the table.

But Sophie ignores it and seems to enjoy the thankful hug Isabella gives her before the little girl goes back to Biscuit.

 







 

The quest for killing 800 ants was completed, and then the one for killing 900 as well. Expecting a new one for killing 1,000 of them, I open the notifications, and there is nothing.

I knew it.

System, you asshole! Stop holding me back, you can’t ruin my farm spot just out of nowhere!

As always, there is no answer.

Damn, I bet one day I will keep throwing some nonsense like that at the system, and it will actually answer just to troll me.

Killing ants is a sure boring job, but someone has to do it, so why not me, the selfless paragon of justice, Nathaniel Gwyn! 

Ignore my subclass that says Initiate of Pride.

Anyway, the rewards are quite chunky, 10 levels meaning 30 stats into mana, meaning another 30 from stage one of Mana attribute upgrade. It still feels like cheating, but I will take what I can!

“Status,” I say.

 



Name:Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty: Hell

Floor:4 - Waning Realm

Time left until forced return: 4y 218d 21h 32m 46s

Traits (1/3): Mana Circuit (Passive)

 



Lvl 146

Strength: 51

Dexterity: 49

Constitution: 127

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 480 + 480

 



Primary Class: Mana Channeler

Sub-class: [Initiate of Pride]

 



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 36

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 39

Perception - Lvl 34

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 37

Armament - Lvl 35

Mana Surge - Lvl 24

Mana Infusion - Lvl 28

Resonance - Lvl 22

 



Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

 



Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

 



Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

 



Shards: 2125

 



In the past few days, I barely slept, only for a few minutes here and there. The food and water I took with me are already gone, and my clothes are in tatters.

But the rewards are nice!

It’s to the point where my mana starts to pressure me once more. Mana Cycling, which I continue to do, helps a lot, but my rare passives that help me handle it seem to be getting pushed to their limits.

So it’s either time for another round of Active Tempering, upgrading my constructs, or creating another one, or somehow making enough shards to get an epic passive skill that will deal with my mana.

But I will wait for that. Maybe a new Primary class will offer me something that will deal with that. That would allow me to spend my shards on something better, something that would give me more mana! Or maybe a stronger passive healing skill. The current one, Pyrokinetic Resurgence, is really good and for me, with my transferring kinetic energy to thermal, it works really well.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t restore limbs. During one of the fights, I lost a small piece of my finger, and the passive doesn’t want to restore it. I guess that’s just the limitation of its grade, which is - rare.

As for the others, we keep exchanging messages, and they seem to be doing well. They even set up a base and are collecting information. Tess and Hadwin are truly reliable.

They’ve already started going on what they call quests after collecting information and picking the right opponent for each of them. It allows them to hunt quickly and safely, while sometimes they spice things up a bit and throw each other against a much stronger enemy just to stay in shape.

Sure, there are some wounds, missing limbs, but in the same way as me, they know that they need to push hard in order to not fall behind.

Another thing is that Savant entered the 4th floor a day ago and no one else. In the community, I checked the numbers, and it looks like Hell Difficulty lost five more people. Hard lost around ten. Normal lost twenty-five and Easy around fifteen people.

Easy difficulty 1335/2000

Normal difficulty 855/1000

Hard Difficulty 265/500

Hell difficulty 45/250

Beyond 3/10

Beyond still has only 3 people.

After feeling movement near me, I come back to reality and a pulse of my kinetic energy kills the ant that was sneaking up on me. Damn, they are getting closer and closer. Are they improving to dodge my detection, or is my lack of sleep after a few days out here showing?

Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll be done soon.

I take one more step and look down one of the giant holes that are everywhere and that ants use to get to the surface. Holes that are deeper than the tallest mountain on Earth.

Over the palm of my hand, a mana orb hovers. Three colors swirl inside of it, a tricolored mana, but this time I changed the composition a bit. Instead of it being all mana, it is 2 parts mana and one-third thermal energy.

This is going to be fun.

It took a bit of testing in the past few days, but now I’m sure I did everything correctly and the ball won’t explode too soon. Without waiting longer, I drop it and the shining orb as big as an orange starts falling down the hole as dark blue, blue mana, and yellow thermal energy swirl inside of it. I give it one more push with kinetic energy and it speeds up.

The orb that I spent a day or two creating and filling with my mana to the point where I barely have ten percent of my mana left.

I immediately lift off and start running away. This will either get me the four more levels I need, wake up some ancient monster, and get the entire ant colony after me, or do nothing.

Whatever happens, I’m done here. Even if I don’t get any levels, I’ll get some sleep and continue in a day or two.

A few minutes later the first notification sounds. The notification about killing an ant.

Then another.

Another dozen of them.

Level up.

More notifications.

Even more notifications.

Another level up.

Minutes continue to pass and notifications still ring in my head.

At this point, I’m getting scared. The bomb seems to have caused some unexpected chain reaction that made it more deadly and notifications continue to ring and ring to the point where cold sweat starts flowing down my back, and I speed up to move at the maximum speed I am capable of.

Yet the sound of notifications continues to follow me, with longer pauses in between. They continue even after I leave the mountain range.

It takes longer than I would like and when they finally stop, after what feels like hours, I’m almost scared to check my level.

[Lvl 146 > Lvl 159]

Well, fuck. I just wanted four levels.

Okay, the mountain range is a no-entry zone for at least a few weeks.

            


Chapter 187 - It’s fine


                So, after investing stats from all the level-ups, my mana is well over a thousand. That means no more leveling for a while. I grew way too quickly and I need to get used to it. My own pride won’t allow me to have all that mana and not be used to it or not be able to handle it. In the same way, people from Hard difficulty were to my standard terrible at handling their skills and stats.

After getting to the others, I will spend some time training, testing, and all that good stuff. My current level is high enough for me to have some time to scam the system and improve my base.

And let’s quickly forget what just happened. Surely nothing wrong will come of it.

It’s fine. Totally fine.

Oh boy.

I force myself not to look at Primary Classes options. That’s something I will do after a shower and nice sleep, and booping Biscuit’s nose a few hundred times. I haven’t seen him for a few days, so the debt has increased quite a bit.

Letting myself land on the ground, I slow down and, while walking, I continue to observe the mountain range behind me. There are no ants defending it and staring at me, which makes me even more nervous. Plus, even now, I get a notification once in a while. Most of them are for ants much lower than level 100, and the notification sounds only once every few dozen minutes.

OH BOY.

It’s FINE.

I start running, only using my stats, and let my mana regenerate. Even though I am nervous, I start enjoying the speed I am running at. My physical stats, passively boosted by my constructs that take a big chunk of my mana, are quite high and I run at speeds that would make me faster than some cars back on Earth.

And I am not getting tired at all.

Enamored by it, I boost my body slightly and my legs start cracking the ground under my feet as I continue to spring myself ahead, feeling the wind in my face.

The speed I move at is slower than when I am quasi-flying, yet there is some charm to it as I feel my feet hitting the ground and continue jumping over obstacles.

My body moves like a perfectly oiled machine and somehow, this act of running makes me realize how much my body changed. It’s weird as I am already able to create flames with my mind and mana and other amazing things. Yet I am so excited by just running quickly.

It’s hard to explain but it’s relaxing, and I focus more on feeling my body, and my muscles while increasing my speed even further until the landscape around me turns into a blur when I am not actively focusing on it.

I don’t even try to fly and just continue to run.

 







 

The city that towers in front of me is beautiful. It’s a mess, but it’s a beautiful mess. A mix of buildings of all styles, some of them ancient-looking. There are trees inside the city as tall as skyscrapers. There are towers even higher than those trees.

Colors are everywhere: the green of flora, smaller buildings with walls painted in vibrant yellow, red, blue, and multiple other colors. Towers of so many different styles. The impossibly high trees create shade and seem to have some buildings on them as well.

That’s what I can see from atop one of the hills near the city. Unlike the plains I just passed, this hill is covered by trees and vibrant green, a striking contrast to the lack of colors on the plains.

Unlike the mountain range, even the air here is warmer and the sun feels better on my skin.

I am still a few miles away from it and I am currently taking a short break before getting in. That’s when I sense a few presences moving closer to me, all of them feeling humanoid, and they send me something like a greeting by touching my mana.

My touch on them weakens and I send back a similar greeting. I stop examining them to not seem too rude and then wait for them to get closer.

It doesn’t take too long and three figures appear in front of me. Two women and one man, all of them at least two heads taller than me. Their eyes are sharp, yet they are smiling excitedly after spotting me.

“Wow, this one is especially cute!” one of the women says.

“Right? And he seems so feral!” another woman adds.

“His eyes are pretty,” the man joins in.

[Astral Archer - lvl 178]

[Elemental Warden - lvl 188]

[Phantom Assassin - lvl 175]

Other than their height, there are a few more interesting things about them.

Cat ears poking from their heads.

A little bit sharper canines than normal for a human.

And a tail that each of them has.

Their tails flicker around excitedly like cats eyeing a new toy.

 







 

So, yup, this is something the others refused to tell me, wanting me to experience it firsthand while they laughed behind my back.

My revenge will be terrifying.

It’s as it looks. A race of cat people that are much taller than humans that seem to rule this place. They look just like human, just taller and have cat ears, tail and sharp canines. 

There are humans as well that live together with them in symbiosis, and the cat people race doesn’t seem to treat them harshly or anything.

They are just weird.

“Hey, feral one, want to work with me? I promise I will pay you well,” one of the women says.

Very weird.

“Myrra! This one is mine! I saw him first,” the other woman complains while the man just remains quiet and acts patiently. Yet, I see his eyes looking at me a bit.

“Look, look! His expression changed a bit!” the woman called Myrra says.

“Oh, you’re right, he’s so annoyed!”

“Right? He looks so regal, yet so wild!”

“Yes, yes! And he moves so elegantly!”

What the fuck. What’s wrong with them?

Even though all of them are of a higher level than me, they are not trying to force me into anything and do not even try to touch me. They just continue to blabber while giving me offers to work for them. What that work would include I don’t know, and I don’t even want to know.

“Feral one, tell me, do you belong to the group of people that came from the Colony´s territory some time ago?” Myrra asks.

“Yes. Did you meet them?” I ask carefully, and she reacts by swinging her tail even more excitedly. It’s quite fascinating to see it move, and she smiles when she notices me looking at her tail.

“We did. That group also had a few cute ones,” Myrra turns to the other woman, “Lysara, do you remember them?”

“Of course I do. There was this cute small black-haired girl and a tall blonde,” she pauses, “They seemed to be quite rich,” Lysara seems to be disappointed as if someone escaped her claws.

“Tell me, feral one, what do you like? Food? Riches? Magical items? Mana stones? I’m quite rich so I would be able to pay you nicely,” Myrra interrupts Lysara.

Myrra is the highest-leveled one out of them: a level 188 elemental warden. Her hair is white and her eyes are golden in color. Her ears and tail are of a gray color that nicely contrasts with her long hair. Horizontally across her nose, a deep but healed scar passes through, which is weird to see in a place where constitution should be able to heal it.

“What does working for you include?” I ask, and listening to them up until now made me quite curious.

The white-haired woman seems excited as if smelling a chance, “Nothing much, feral one! You would live in my mansion and come to me when I am bored. We could talk, and I could observe you doing whatever you like to do. I could ask you to be my attendant once in a while. You would come with me shopping and carry my things. I would require you to dress nicely and sometimes show you off to my friends. Normal stuff,” she explains quickly.

This doesn’t sound normal at all. 

Are all of them like this? “Would you mind if I ask why you would do that?” I ask carefully while cursing the others. I bet they thought it would be so funny to put me in this situation.

Once again, I promise terrifying revenge. Yet, it doesn’t feel dangerous, and I also think they would have told me if it was.

“Because you’re cute!” this time it’s Lysara who says that, “You look so feral and almost bored the entire time. The way you look around is as if everything is beneath you, even though you are just a weak human. Your differently colored eyes too.”

Oh, I see.

Myrra joins in, “And when your expression changes a bit, it’s so fun. I want to bully you until you finally show some emotion.”

Damn, it looks like this race of cat people looks at humans in a similar way humans look at cats back on Earth.

While moving back to the city, I keep asking them questions while fighting against their increasing offers to “hire me.” Myrra seems to be a boss here, and the man who barely speaks is her guard, while Lysara is her friend.

They are all of a race of cat people called lynthari. They and humans live together in the city in front of us. Everything seems peaceful, and even as lynthari are often much stronger than humans, they seem to be weird enough to treat humans somewhat nicely. Only sometimes do they take in some humans they find interesting, cute, or funny.

There seem to be some strict rules about how lynthari treat humans that I don’t know yet, and being often much stronger than humans, lynthari seem to view the human race in a similar way we look at pets. It’s not exactly the same, as humans often work alongside them, and sometimes, though rarely, hold higher positions, but it’s close to that.

Lynthari are born stronger than humans and live longer. Lysara and Myrra are a few hundred years old, while humans here rarely live over one hundred fifty years; only the stronger ones live longer, and that seems rare.

Looking at the power levels, anything close to level two hundred seems to be the cream of the crop, and individuals that reach over level two hundred are few and far between, treated exceedingly well.

When we enter the city, most of the humans carefully avoid the three lynthari I travel with, and the trio barely gives them any look.

The humans on the edges of the city are almost all under level fifty, but the deeper we go, the average level increases, and more and more lynthari appear. Even their clothes seem to look more expensive. There are so many shops, auction buildings, places Myrra calls guild halls, and dueling areas. The city is bustling with life and magic everywhere that I can sense.

“Oh, so you do like magical items,” Myrra smiles at me, showing her sharp canines. “Feral one, if you work with me, I can give you a lot of them,” she says, her eyes glowing with a dangerous light.

It’s almost like a suspicious individual calling me to an unmarked van to get some candy.

Danger! Stranger danger! I remind myself and force myself to refuse, but I try to do it carefully to not insult her. She seems to be disappointed but she doesn’t push it.

As they leave, she pushes a rare graded magical item into my hand. A bribe. 

Before I can check it, she also gives me a small mana stone as well, “Use this stone if you change your mind, feral one,” her ears perk up, and she smiles at me and leaves with her companions.

I finally check the item in my hand.

Brooch of the Silent Whisper (rare) -A small, unassuming brooch that has the power to absorb sound in a localized area when activated. It’s perfect for stealth missions or for keeping conversations private.

Deep breath in.

Breathe out.

Repeat to yourself: Stranger danger.

            


Chapter 188 - Blimp


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey! This shout-out is for one of the most popular stories here on RoyalRoad and its Amazon release! You most likely know it already; it’s ‘Reborn as a Demonic Tree.’

I think it still holds the RR record for the most followers gained in one month, so ppl like people like it quite a bit. I will post its Amazon and Audible links below, and I will also add its cover and synopsis a bit lower under the links.

As always, you can check it out, and if you like it, you know where you can get it.

Kindle: https://geni.us/demonictree1

Audible: https://www.audible.com/pd/Reborn-as-a-Demonic-Tree-Audiobook/B0CJKXYH8Y



[image: ]



 

Ashlock wakes in the courtyard of a demonic sect… as a tree. A tree that eats people.



An odd start to a new life. Almost as strange as the humans flying through the skies on flaming swords and challenging the heavens. After all, this is a world where one could chase the goal of immortality through the art of cultivation.



But Ashlock is merely a sapling in a desolate courtyard, left alone with his thoughts and unable to speak to those passing him by.



Unless he does something about it…

 



 

 



                

                I already know where to look for the rest of Group 4, but it takes me some time to reach them. I slowly walk through the city and take in its atmosphere which makes me shiver. The city is so confusing, so exciting. Everything feels so… new.

Unlike small towns with barely a few thousand people I visited on the second floor, this one is much bigger and weirder. Lynthari are moving through the streets, each of them much taller than humans and, in most cases, much higher leveled.

They don’t feel arrogant or dangerous as they stroll around and curiously take in everything, while their tails show their emotions and their ears twitch as they talk, smile, or get excited about something. But the humans still treat them carefully, extremely carefully. It’s hard to identify, but it doesn’t feel like it’s out of fear.

What I also notice is that the lynthari sometimes show interest in humans. In most cases, it’s only when the human is higher leveled, and it’s rare to see a human with a level over one hundred.

Sometimes they also stop and buy some trinkets the merchants are selling. Usually, it is humans that are selling stuff or working there. The race of cat people seems to be stronger, more combat-oriented, or just straight-up rich. It’s no surprise as they live hundreds of years longer than humans.

And even though I am hiding my mana under the Mantle and cycling it inside my body, disrupting it into small particles before it leaks out, a few lynthari still show some interest in me. They don’t seem to notice my mana or level, as on the floors before the natives don’t seem to have the ability to see the text over the heads of people from the tutorial.

No, the lynthari that talk to me seem to do so because of how I behave. Like Myrra before, they are attracted by the way I look around and the lack of expression on my face.

After rejecting a few offers, I start to understand that a bit.

To them, I look similar to how Grumpy, Lily’s cat, looks to her. A bad-tempered, but pretty and somewhat regal-looking cat that Lily can’t help but want to get closer to. As if taking it as a challenge and trying to earn the cat’s love. Or just poke and annoy the cat while enjoying her lack of reactions.

That’s me. A cat.

My eyes, one brown and the other gray, also seem to interest them as well, as heterochromia seems to be rare here even more so than it is on Earth.

Their offers annoy me, so I just act nice and even hint that I am looking for a “job” and tell them about a gift, a rare brooch from Myrra. I do it carefully, mentioning it as if in passing. But even that is enough, and they offer me gifts as well, almost forcefully pushing them into my hands to look better in front of me.

I pretend to refuse for a bit, and some of them seem to like that and give me even more stuff that I take.

It’s hard for me to do so, so I do not smile at them while thanking them, but surprisingly they seem to like that even more.

What weirdos.

That’s how I end up with a few small pieces of jewelry, some mana stones they are using here as currency, and a few more stones with their address and something like contact info.

That makes it almost worth it, and to improve my mood a bit more, I find a nice restaurant-looking place and enter it. I ignore the people inside and use the stairs to climb onto the second floor that leads to a large wooden balcony-like terrace with a few tables and flora everywhere, even on the railing.

I take a good place for myself and while I wait for the waiter, I look at the bustling street below me. Dozens of people pass by every few minutes, sometimes walking, sometimes using some exotic monster-like animals, and in other cases, they are in carriages pulled by six-legged monsters.

When I turn my gaze back to the balcony, I notice other visitors eyeing me, but they turn their eyes away the moment I look at them.

What? I have new clothes I spent some shards on to buy, as I lost the ones from the third floor, and I did clean myself with water I also bought. So why are you staring?

“Welcome to ‘Distant Dream,’ sir. What would you like to order?” the cheerful waiter asks. She’s a young woman with brown hair tied into a ponytail.

“I’ll leave it up to you. A little bit of food, some dessert, and something to drink. No alcohol,” I say simply, and the waitress nods, quickly leaving after giving me a short smile.

It doesn’t take long and she is back already. She brings something like a sandwich, a drink of pale blue color, and green stuff in a bowl.

“I have picked a fire salamander sandwich as the main course, the drink is lunar nectar we make on our own. The best in the city! For dessert, you have Leafy Gelato; the cook made it just this morning!” her voice is excited as she places all of this in front of me and leaves, wishing me a good meal.

All the food looks amazing, and I try not to think much about its name as I start with the sandwich. Then, before I know it, it’s gone.

What the heck?

I quickly take a sip from the lunar nectar and then eat the gelato before I know it. Then I sit there for a minute and just stare into the air. I know I don’t need to eat as much as before, but this stuff is even better than the food we stole from the manor on the third floor. Is it because I earned this one and I will be paying for that?

When I finish the last drops of the drink the waitress comes back.

She tells me the price and I pull out one of the smallest mana stones I got from the lynthari. But even that seems to be a lot, as she asks me for patience and disappears for a while before returning with change. From that, I take a few pieces and slide them to her while thanking her.

“Thanks, Mr. Customer!” she chirps happily and bows.

Downstairs, I buy a bottle of Lunar Nectar, a pale blue drink that looks extremely refreshing in the bottle made out of slightly frosted glass.

Then I walk towards one of the places I have noticed from the balcony. The mana stone of the door sends a pulse inside the building as I enter, and an older man with a nicely taken care of beard turns to me with a smile.

“How can I serve you, young man?” he asks.

“I would like to cut my hair, something simple and nothing too eye-catching.”

After that, I find a more luxurious-looking shop with simple but quality-looking clothes and another one where I buy a bag of sweets and something for Biscuit.

The clothes truly make a human. It’s hard to describe but I feel… civilized now and somewhat lighter as I walk through the street while holding the sword in my hand by its scabbard. The epic sword of the last king.

It doesn’t take long before I reach the tree Tess told me about, and here I see Min-Jae waiting, together with one of the twins. A smile grows on his face the moment he sees me, and he rushes to welcome me.

“Nat! That took you a while! You said only a few days.” Min-Jae stops in front of me and unlike him, I notice that Dennis is somewhat nervous and avoiding my gaze.

What did they do?

“It took only a few days,” I answer him and gesture for him to lead the way.

As we walk, Min-Jae continues, “Nine days,” He says.

Huh? Maybe I should have checked the system countdown clock a bit more. I would have promised it took me only a few days. But I guess time passes quickly when you have fun.

“Oh, and Min-Jae?” I say.

“Yes?” he starts but quickly pauses as I grab and pull his ear, “Ouch!”

“Did you guys have fun not telling me about lynthari?” Did you? Little jerks, all of you, even Tess!

“It was Lily’s idea!” he tries.

“As if!” I pull even harder and then let go, “I will deal with you later, but now, anything interesting happened?”

He rubs his red ear, and I see him looking around. His face is red because I did it in the middle of the street and some people noticed it and are giggling.

“A few, but Tess and Hadwin will tell you more. They deal with most of that stuff,” the young boy tries to regain a bit of his dignity by releasing some mana to the point a human that giggled at him feels it and quickly stops.

Min-Jae then smiles, satisfied, and turns back to me, “There is so much stuff, Nat! Auctions, guilds, quests, and lynthari. We even got an amazing base for ourselves and went hunting a few times!” Even though he said Tess and Hadwin would tell me more, the excited boy continues to blabber the entire time we walk towards our “base”.

“Oh, that’s quite nice, must have been expensive,” I say and I pay some attention to Dennis who becomes even quieter and some color disappears from his face.

Suspicious, very suspicious. Did they sell Biscuit? The best doggo of the third… of the fourth floor should easily be worth that much.

“Asshole!” Izzy screams the moment I enter, and I feel her skill connecting to me as she jumps and hugs me.

“Izzy, you might be spending too much time with Biscuit,” I say as I return the hug she gives me and then let her go.

“Yes, he is mine now! I keep feeding him the best food I can find. Sophie is rich so I can do that.”

“Oh, you do?” I ask and feeling that I’m not panicking, Izzy herself starts to panic.

“Yes! He won’t be able to leave me now!” she says, but this time she doesn’t sound so sure.

Poor girl doesn’t know Biscuit as well as I do.

(Food!) sounds from behind the corner, and the corgi appears. There are no tentacles around him and he floats just a palm’s length above the ground, his short legs hanging in the air. He looks like a corgi-shaped burrito blimp.

What the hell?

Everyone else seems to be used to it and the corgi slowly hovers and moves towards us at a speed that is much, much slower than if he decided to walk or use mana arms. Yet he moves like that and his face seems to tell that he is proud of his new ability to float just a bit over the floor and move extremely slowly.

The terrifying floating monster of a doggo is wearing a dark yellow vest and a scarf around his neck.

He moves past Izzy and stops in front of me. Then, as if changing the setting, the best doggo hovers vertically into my arms, his tail wagging while he continues to shout in my mind.

To show Izzy who is the boss, I pet Biscuit for a while, and then, to deliver the final blow, I put him on the ground and step back so there is the same distance for Biscuit between me and the little empath girl.

“B-biscuit, come here, I have more food,” the little girl tries while unpacking and offering some meat to the doggo. Even from where I am, I can immediately smell it and feel drool collect in my mouth.

What the hell, give that to me, not to Biscuit.

With the use of [Focus], I get back to my senses and say, “Biscuit, come here,” then I reach out and offer him dried jerky made of deer meat I spent one hour looking for.

It was cheap, extremely cheap. The quality is low, and the meat doesn’t even come close to the one Izzy holds, yet Biscuit doesn’t hesitate and rushes to me.

I win.

“Nat, you’ll make Izzy cry,” Tess says as she also enters the room, together with Sophie who continues to look between me and Izzy, trying to understand what’s happening.

“Wars require sacrifices, and this is one I am willing to pay,” I answer her.

“You seem to be in a good mood,” Tess smiles and also gives me a short hug, “I’m glad you made it back safely.”

“Yes, it was fun, but Tess, there is something I would like to see,” silence fills the hallway we are standing in, “can you guys show me the extremely valuable epic items I left with you?” I ask, then enjoy the funny expressions of some of the younger members of group 4.



 

            


Chapter 189 - New Primary Class


                “Oh, we can deal with them later, can’t we? I see that you got a haircut and went shopping a bit. Why don’t you look around our base? We kept a nice room for you.” The way Tess says it makes me even more suspicious and I notice a cheeky shine in her eyes, but she is right. It would be best to take some rest and go over my Primary Class options.

I keep having to hold myself back, and now in the safety of the city, I can go through them.

“Others went out to hunt, and I’ll tell you about the stuff we learned. So just take it easy, rest a bit, and tomorrow we can talk,” Tess adds.

Impatient to check the classes, I just nod. Holding Biscuit in my arms, I move to follow Tess towards the room they saved for me.

The room is on the highest floor with a large window and a balcony that offers a view of the city below the hill on which the house stands.

They know me well; the view is amazing.

“Everyone wanted this room, but…” Min-Jae pauses under Tess’s gaze and carefully continues, “But we wanted to keep it for you.”

They are hiding something from me. Did they sell one of the epic items I got from the 3rd floor? I don’t think the valuables they took would be worth that much.

Well, even if they did, it’s not such a problem. I still have three of them left, but they don’t need to know. If they really did that, I will bully them a bit.

“Okay, I’ll rest a bit and in a few hours we can talk.” I stop, and a cheeky idea flashes through my mind. “Oh, and can you bring me the items I left with you? I came up with an amazing way to use them.” I lie, and immediately I know Tess and Izzy noticed.

Yet they both smile secretly and leave me alone. While the boys seem to panic.

Little twerps.

Anyway, greetings were short, but it’s time for Primary class selection!

I look around the room and identify a massive armchair near the balcony as the most comfortable spot. I sit in it and check the notifications.



Well done! You have successfully reached level 150. You can now select one of the Primary Classes. The classes and their rarity are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

 

Mana Forgemaster (Rare)

An advanced class specializing in the use of mana to craft complex constructs. Their abilities go beyond simple creations, allowing them to manifest highly versatile magical objects for offense and defense, elevating them to a critical role in any skirmish.

Your prowess in handling mana constructs is evident. With a mana stat of 200 or higher, you’ve created dozens of creations entirely from compressed mana. Possesses the Mana Manipulation skill, or its equivalent, at level 25 or higher.

 

Horizon Striker (Rare)

An elite class excelling in long-range combat. With attacks supercharged by potent magical energies, they can deliver devastating blows from distances where retaliation seems impossible.

Your unleashed power is a sight to behold. You’ve expended over 50% of your mana in a single long-range assault, decimating hundreds with your long-range abilities. You’ve also defeated hundreds of enemies nearly matching your own level in just one strike.

 

Paramount Fighter (Rare)

With unparalleled martial prowess and an expert handle on mana to amplify their physical capabilities, their role in battle is often a game-changer, commanding respect from both friends and foes alike.

Your body is a lethal weapon. You’ve maintained enhanced bodily fortifications for over 24 hours. You’ve defeated hundreds of enemies of equal or superior strength in close-range combat. Your fortified physique alone allows you to withstand attacks that would be fatal to others.

 

Energy Conductor (Epic)

A potent class specialized in the mastery and manipulation of diverse energies, wielding them with such finesse and power that they can shift the tides of battle, shatter defensive lines, and provide crucial shields in dire situations.

You channel the elusive Primordial Energies, a feat accomplished by only a select few. You have skills at level 30 or higher that allow mastery over Primordial Energies. Acquired one of the Primordial energies purely through the indomitable force of your will and have managed to control two such energies.

 

Focused Channeler (Epic)

An epic class with unmatched expertise in the intricate art of mana manipulation, able to shape and control the flow of mana. This highly specialized skill set renders them an influential force in any magical confrontation.

Through sheer determination, you reign supreme over your mana. Have a skill related to concentration and a Mana Manipulation skill at level 30 or higher. Have a mana stat over 400. You’ve used mana far surpassing your body’s capabilities and survived.

 



I spend a few minutes reading the descriptions over and over again. It’s always an amazing feeling to do so, as I know how much they can strengthen me. I also come to think that the only possible way of getting an active skill, other than by learning it, is with the help of a Primary Class. I might be wrong, and Sub-classes will offer that, but I don’t think so.

It’s also one of the things I asked Lissthaniel, and she confirmed that. With my experience, I am inclined to believe that.

Skills are important, and the words of the being in Beyond prove it. “Never get your skills to level 99,” it said. Primary classes do give skills, which [Mana Surge] from my Mana Channeler proves. The importance of skills is also why I have decided not to use skill upgrade tokens for the skills I think are my strongest ones.

This is the description of my current class:



Mana Channeler:

Active Skill: Mana Surge - The user can temporarily increase the flow of mana within their body, boosting the power of their magical abilities for a short duration.

Passive Skill: Mana Flow (Rare) - The user’s mana flows more efficiently throughout their body, reducing the amount of mana needed for skill activation and improving their overall magical control.



Bonuses:

Constitution +2

Mana +10



There is no rarity unlike now, and the bonuses are… just bad. 2 Constitution and 10 Mana. What even is that?

As for the skills, both passive and active, they currently aren’t that strong. It’s something I outgrew quickly, but I can’t be too disappointed. It was just a starting class.

So yes, I am offered three rare classes and two epic, and that makes me curious. Do people often get offered epic classes at level 150? I am inclined to think not.

Through the community, I learned that some of the members of other groups rarely saw a rare passive skill. Yet for me, they became something of a norm, and even if I could buy a few more of them through the shop, I do not do so as even a few of them wouldn’t strengthen me that much.

Focused Channeler seems like a good choice. An epic class, most likely an upgrade of my current Mana Channeler, and it even mentions focus. The amount of mana that I possess right now is really high, so I am drawn more to this class than the Energy Conductor that deals with Primordial energies such as kinetic or thermal. I mean, Primordial energy also doesn’t sound weak, and I’m sure they are powerful, but they were never my main interest.

Well, let’s not hesitate much longer. I’m sure in the end I would pick Focused Channeler even if I gave it a few more days to think. So I just do that and pick my Primary class.

 



Congratulations! You have chosen the Primary class - Focused Channeler. In the future, you will be able to upgrade your class or change it for a new one, fitting your actions up until that point within the tutorial.

 



Another window pops up:



Congratulations! You have acquired your Primary Class:

Focused Channeler (Epic)

Active Skill: Mana Domain -Establishes a limited area where the user has heightened control and influence over the flow of mana, providing various tactical advantages.

Active Skill: Tether - Anchors the user’s mana to a specific location, enabling quick return or other location-based effects.

Passive Skills: Mana Reservoir (epic) -Allows the user to slowly and gradually store mana beyond their natural maximum, effectively increasing their total mana pool for subsequent actions.



Bonuses:

Constitution +20

Mana +100



I check my status, and [Mana Surge] and passive Mana Flow (rare) are gone. I expected something like that, but it’s also something I need to take into consideration in the future. Right now, I won’t feel the loss of [Mana Surge] at all as I’ve already outgrown the lower-tiered skill. However, I already feel the effect of losing the passive. It’s become harder to control my mana, so I dedicate a more significant portion of my [Focus] to it, especially now after my mana increased again — by 100 points from the bonus and 100 more from the attribute upgrade.

At this point, I might have more mana than I can spend. It’s already challenging to use it all!

Good!

It also reinforces my decision to not go hunting for a while and to focus on getting my mana under control. Another round of active tempering and improving my constructs will be more helpful than gaining more levels.

Now then, let’s see what my newest epic passive does. I send my senses into my body. My mana, which is already at its peak as I haven’t used it, doesn’t increase. Instead, it feels like there’s an additional mana pool that starts slowly filling with my mana.

That pool doesn’t take the mana from my main mana pool but absorbs the excess, some leakage, and starts storing it. It’s difficult for me to locate it properly. It feels as if it’s part of my body, but also as if it’s not. The sensation is odd, and I can’t even estimate the size of the mana reservoir.

Judging from the passive skill’s rarity, which is epic, the reservoir should be significant. Maybe as large as my current mana pool? Maybe a bit larger? It fills slowly, and when I use my mana, the filling of it stops. The mana reservoir continues to fill only after my mana tops up again.

Interesting.

I reach out and use the mana from the reservoir. It’s simple as if using my mana normally, and when I stop, it starts filling again.

After spending a few more minutes observing it, I’m still unable to judge the size of the reservoir, but the speed at which it fills is much slower than my own mana regenerating. Maybe it’s ten percent or even less of the speed at which my mana regenerates?

It’s not as good as I expected, but I might be mistaken about something, so I decide to give it a few more hours to see how large the reservoir is. It better be at least as big as my current pool.

As for the skills, [Mana Domain] excites me the most, and I activate it. Immediately, I feel a strong pull on my mana as the skill takes a decently sized chunk of it, and the reservoir stops filling. But I ignore that and instead focus on the skill.

An area around me, about the size of the room I’m in changes peculiarly. Now, I can percieve the mana my body is leaking, and when I [Focus] on it, even that little bit of mana easily gets pushed back inside my body.

Then I push more of my mana outside my body, and as I start moving it inside the area of the domain I notice how much easier it is. The mana, even though separated from my body is easy to maneuver. While it’s currently not as easy as manipulating mana inside my body, the skill definitely feels like that’s where it’s heading.

The orb I create starts moving as I want it to, and even when it gets further away from my body, it’s easy to control, shape, or dissolve it.

I radiate more mana into the area and spend a few more minutes observing the changes. A few times, I also cancel the domain just to compare the difference, and it seems significant.

[Mana Domain] is only at level 1, and yet, my mana within that area is easy to shape even without direct touch.

Interesting. What will become possible when I level it up? Will I be able to affect the mana of my opponents within the domain? Maybe even change my domain a bit?

The best idea comes to me. What if I evolve my [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion] and then infuse the domain with kinetic or thermal energy? And what if I make the area of the domain much larger?

Good, good! I’m already excited. The skill seems to be of a higher tier, so that’s promising. I’ll play with it more later.

Now then, [Tether]. I activate the skill, and then, following the “feeling” the skill gives me, I create something like an imprint I’m currently not understanding. The imprint stays anchored to the space in front of me, and for a moment, I observe it.

It’s an anchor or tether that slowly crumbles as it stays in the air, yet I still feel I can use it. To be sure, I activate my mana again and feed the anchor, and it stops crumbling.

Then I stand up from the armchair and move a bit further away from it. Following the knowledge offered by the skill, I activate it, and the skill takes another sizable chunk of my mana. At the same time, the world around me turns into a blur, and I have a feeling of weightlessness. When it all calms down, I find myself standing on the armchair, right at the place where I left the anchor.

            


Chapter 190 - Can’t help wanting more


                Well, it’s not as confusing as I expected it to be, and I don’t even feel dizzy after using the skill.

It’s as I thought: [Tether] will currently allow me to teleport back to the place where I left the anchor, which is something like a construct or imprint.

When I try to set up the anchor again and then another one, the first one crumbles.

That’s unfortunate, but it’s nothing some leveling in the skill wouldn’t take care of.

I use as much mana as I can and set up another anchor, then start playing with [Mana Domain] again. Inside the domain, the anchor shines brighter, and I can understand it better, even feeding it some mana from a further distance.

Very interesting. I will need to do more testing and try to use all my skills within [Mana Domain]. Right now, I have a feeling that some of the skills could be strengthened or their uses increased.

Only thirty seconds pass, and the anchor crumbles.

It looks like my hit-and-run tactic will require a bit more leveling to work properly, but it’s not something I mind too much. My new Primary Class is amazing, and the active skills it gives me seem to be equally fantastic. I especially love [Mana Domain].

As for the passive, I’ll have to wait a bit more to see how big the reservoir is.

I move towards the bed and close my eyes. 

For the next hour, I just stare at the ceiling and rest. It’s hard to fall asleep. After a few days of constant fighting against the ants, the calm and safety within our newest base feels somewhat unreal. 

It takes me another hour before light sleep comes to me, and I finally doze off.

 







 

I wake up, and after a short moment of panic and looking around, I remember where I am and calm down my mana, which hums around me, ready to explode at my command.

Slowly calming it down, I stand up, stretch a bit, then step onto the balcony. While feeling a light warm breeze on my skin, I look down on the city.

It’s the middle of the night, so the city is quieter than before, yet there are myriads of lights all over it. Blue, white, yellow; all of them dimly glowing, lighting the streets or showing places where people aren’t asleep yet.

A few of the giant trees that are throughout the city also seem to have leaves that glow softly in a pale green color while being swayed by the wind.

It’s so peaceful and I etch the scene into my memory.

Then I observe the mana around the house we are using as our base. I felt it the moment I came here, but there is some field set up around it. A somewhat intricate yet amateurish web of mana is used for detection.

I also notice that, unlike when I came here, a few hours ago, the web of mana seems to be better. The person who set it up is constantly improving it, most likely.

It’s not hard to locate that person. The one doing that is a tanned, black-haired girl sitting in her room, with her sister sleeping on the bed near her.

Obviously, it’s Sophie, someone who I still consider the most skilled from our group, after me, when it comes to handling mana.

I radiate a bit more mana and start carefully observing what she is doing and notice that she’s practicing and improving the web of mana around the house. 

It doesn’t take long for her to notice my examination. After a bit of panic, she locates me and realizes that it’s me who’s doing that and not some enemy.

I send a mana variation of a greeting towards her, and instead of answering in a similar way, she does something else.

(You scared me here. I was about to alert everyone.) Sophie contacted me telepathically in a similar way the twins can. She does it by using the web she created.

It makes sense; her [Manipulation] should be capable of doing at least that much. Or maybe she got another skill; who knows?

I use the connection she set up and answer, (Your web has holes, here and here and here as well.) I point at them using pulses of mana.

Sophie hesitates for a moment, most likely surprised by the unexpected answer, but she quickly checks the places and right after, she starts working on fixing them.

(Won’t your web dissipate when you stop focusing on it?) I ask.

(No.) Sophie answers simply. 

Well, I can’t expect her to tell me all her secrets. Does [Manipulation] or [Mana Infusion] allow her to create semi-permanent things like that?

(It will be harder to improve it if you keep poking it the entire time.) Sophie sends.

(What does it do other than some sort of detection?) I keep observing the web she had set up.

(It detects minds entering the premises and warns me. It also senses the usage of a larger amount of mana. I did feel you experimenting in your room, just so you know. But currently, I am excluding your room from the web.)

Oh? Isn’t that nice of her? I know she most likely did it to avoid conflict with me, and I do realize that since that situation when I lost control over myself, she has been careful when dealing with me.

Also, the way she’s manipulating mana to create this web, in combination with some of her skills, is quite fascinating. It makes me want to observe it more.

It’s also good to know that everyone continues to improve. Maybe me leaving them on their own really did help in that way. If they rely on me too much, their growth will stagnate.

(Listen, I have an idea. Would you like to make some shards?) In the end, I decide to ask her.

I almost can feel her curiosity as she answers, (Can we talk about it in the morning? I want to finish what I started. Plus, it would be better to talk face to face.)

(Sure,) I sent the last message, and the connection cuts off.

Slowly, I observe as the web of mana gets pulled further away from my room, and after examining it a few times, it is as Sophie said. My room was excluded from it.

The rest of the night, I spent standing on the balcony and leaning against the railing. I don’t use any mana and let it slowly trickle into my Mana Reservoir. Instead, I just use my own eyes to observe the city downhill. I watch as the night lights slowly turn off and as the sun appears in the sky in a beautiful dawn.

Golden rays of the early morning shine on the towers and trees that dominate the city, bathing all the buildings in a soft glow.

The city awakenes, and during the next few hours, more and more people start appearing on the streets, and the sounds of life returns to the once-silent city.

The sight is something I hadn’t been able to see for a long time. There’s so much life in the city that it almost makes me panic because of the ever-present humans and lynthari. The months of fighting for survival on the mostly empty floors of the tutorial made many of us a bit wild, and that’s something I also noticed the first time I entered the city.

Even now, I have to control myself to not constantly send waves of mana into my surroundings in search of ambushers or traps. But even though it makes me feel that way, I still think it’s beautiful. This mess of the city that would be impossible to see back on Earth and, by extension, all these powers I wield.

Although I often complain about the system and this tutorial, I am equally, if not more, grateful for it.

It’s as Tess said, it’s an adventure, beautiful, dangerous, and at times a sad adventure. But as abusive as all of this is, I can’t help but want more.

 







 

“Nat!” A petite black-haired girl hugs me the moment I walk downstairs, totally ignoring the people staring and not even asking for my opinion.

“Lily, it’s nice to see you all healed up,” I answer instead, and after her awkward hug, I let go of her.

Lily tries to hold me a bit longer and when she lets me go, there is a bright smile on her face, “My batteries are recharged now,” she says jokingly, and for that, I pinch her nose.

“I’m not a charger.” When I look at her, she still doesn’t seem to be fully back to herself, but it’s not bad. I guess losing most of her limbs and having to rely on people she barely knows does that to people.

“Oh, and Nat, thanks for the amulet! I already used it a few times while hunting, and it’s amazing!” she says loud enough for others to hear as if wanting everyone to know.

Somewhat, it makes me want to pinch her nose or pull her ear again, but I have a strong suspicion that’s her intention and she enjoys even that sort of attention from me.

I give her a short answer and continue to walk towards the kitchen island where the rest of the group is already eating their breakfast while going through some papers. I hear them talking about quests, levels of monsters, and such stuff.

They all seem halfway used to it even though we spent only around nine days separated.

Biscuit is there as well, hovering at the height of the kitchen table and moving from person to person. This seems to take most of his concentration as he isn’t even able to create mana tentacles to steal some food.

Yet, the doggo looks proud, like a child showing off a skill it learned.

Cute.

I sit on the chair, and Biscuit floats towards me, and I give him some food from the table. Then, still not fully feeling like talking, I listen to others while Lily chirps near me, moving some tastier stuff in front of me.

After a while, I stand up to take a glass from the counter, and when I turn back while walking, I see that Lily is pulling my chair closer to herself. Thinking I didn’t notice, she shamelessly continues to talk with others.

Wow.

When I sit back on the chair, now closer to this silly kid, she acts as if nothing happened.

During the morning meeting/breakfast, I sometimes join the conversation but most of the time, I listen, still getting used to all of this. At some point, it feels too suspicious. Everyone is too considerate, and they do not talk to me that often, only once in a while as they speak.

It all feels too… deliberate.

I look at the tall blonde. Tess? What did you do? Did you train them? Am I treated like that crazy uncle during a family party? The one that parents warn their children not to annoy too much and not to talk with him about certain topics, like politics?

Somehow, it annoys me, but it also makes me feel good, and because of that, it annoys me again. 

To make things feel right once again, I reach out and boop Biscuit’s nose a few times, to which Isabella jumps from her chair and does the same, not wanting to be left behind.

The mighty floating divine beast mercifully allows that.

“Tess, can we talk in around ten minutes?” I ask when it’s close to the end of breakfast.

“Sure, Hadwin will join too, and we can go through everything,” Tess, reliable as always, answers.

I nod and then turn to Sophie, “Do you have time to talk?”

To my question, Sophie glances down at Izzy, and I sense my feelings being probed.

So rude.

“It’s fine, Soph,” Isabella’s answer is simple, and Sophie gestures for me to follow as she leaves the table. That earns us a few curious looks that I ignore, and I follow the sisters onto the terrace that has pots with big flowers all around it and some comfortable seating, while also overlooking the city.

“So, what did you want to talk about?” Sophie asks me after sitting down, and Isabella hops on the couch near her. Sophie’s eyes seem curious yet careful at the same time. She is always so careful around me.

“What would you think if I said we could potentially earn thousands, even tens of thousands, of shards from the system shop together?” I ask her directly.

Sophie’s green eyes shine brighter, and she gives me her full attention now, “I would say that I might be interested. Please continue.”
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Chapter 191 - We have a deal


                Not messing around, I quickly explain it to Sophie. “Lissandra left something for me: coordinates to her world. You probably can’t see them in the system shop because you don’t own any, and they seem high up there when it comes to pricing, but I do. The prices of coordinates start at twenty thousand shards, and some of them are much, much higher.”

“So where do I come in?” Sophie asks.

“It’s simple. You will learn the coordinates and ‘save’ them. Then I will sell my coordinates to the shop. If I am right, at that point, the knowledge of them will disappear from my mind, and they’ll probably get deleted if I etch them into a mana stone, no matter who holds it.” I did think about it a lot, and I’m sure they would disappear from the mana stone. The system wouldn’t allow such an easy workaround.

I continued, “Then, you will teach me the coordinates again, and I will try to sell them again. In the best case, I can sell them multiple times as we repeat the process. In the worst case, I can sell the same coordinate only once, and if that happens, you will sell them as well after teaching them to me. This doubles the number of shards.”

The system probably won’t allow me to keep selling the same coordinate over and over, but it’s worth a try. If it doesn’t work, I can double the number of shards I get from the coordinates and still retain them. Even that much is beneficial.

Sophie is the most skilled in Group 4 when it comes to handling mana, and the system most likely won’t try to delete coordinates from her mind, unlike if they were saved into an item.

I’m sure it will take some time for her to learn them, but it would take much longer for everyone else in the group. Plus, I’m certain some of them wouldn’t even be able to do so.

There’s also the possibility of using Sophie’s [Mind-fuckery] skill and having her just share the coordinates with others instead of making them learn it. That would be great.

“What’s in it for me?” An expected question comes from Sophie.

“You can keep half of the shards you get from selling your coordinates. The remaining half you will use to buy stuff I tell you.” The offer I give her is fair, I think.

But someone else has a different opinion. “Soph! Ask him to become friends with us instead, and he can keep all the shards!” Little Isabella chimes in.

“Izzy, don’t be silly,” Sophie’s voice is gentle. The expression she shows now is so different from when she talks to me.

“It’s you who’s dumb, Soph!” The little, angry, kitten-like girl uses her small hand to hit Sophie’s arm, to which her older sister continues to smile.

When she turns to me, her expression changes. “I want something else instead,” she says.

“Go on.”

“Clean slate.” Isabella still complains after her sister says that, but Sophie now seems serious.

“Explain,” I feel intrigued by what she means.

“I know you have a problem with me, and both of us know why. Honestly, it’s tiring to keep tiptoeing around, and you must be aware of it as well,” her green eyes don’t lie as she honestly tells me what she thinks and wants. “I made a mistake, a terrible one because I was scared back then. What it did to you is…”

“Unfortunate?” I offer.

“Yes… unfortunate. I want you to know I would do even worse things if it meant protecting Isabella,” Sophie says. “Much, much worse.” Her voice is sharp, and she ignores the worried expression her sister shows.

“That’s reasonable,” I say. I would do the same. That’s where the two of us are somewhat similar.

Sophie nods. “I do think so too.” Then she hesitates, “Still, I will continue to do such things. To these fake people from the floors and maybe to other groups if we meet them and I am forced to.”

She spends a bit more time thinking or perhaps looking for the right words to say or the courage to say them, “But I don’t want to do it to anyone from our group. I don’t expect all of us to become friends, but I want to work together with others without having to see them look at me that way. You may not realize it, but most of the others see me in a similar way you do. Even though Tess is trying, they don’t trust me fully,” before I say anything, she says what I wanted to say, “Not without reason. I know.”

“Sophie, you can be more direct with me. Just say what you want to say,” I interrupt her this time.

“I want a clean slate. I want to start over and to do that I will start with you, in hopes others will follow. I will even give you all the shards I would make if you want. I just want us to forget the past,” she seems like she doesn’t know where to put her hands, and little Isabella ends up grabbing them and smiling at her sister as if giving her some bravery.

Then I feel a bit of mana from Isabella, mana that flows into Sophie.

“If I attack you or anyone else, you can do whatever you want. I am not so unreasonable as to not expect that. I just want you to stop looking at me the way you do. Feel free to constantly check the minds of others to see if I messed with them. Or continue to strengthen your resistances every time you are near me or sense me using mana. I already know you do that, and I don’t blame you. But please, don’t look at me with eyes that tell me you will kill me the moment I make a small mistake or someone uses a skill on you again that would make you less rational.”

She pauses, but Isabella uses more mana and that seems to make her older sister continue talking.

Sophie’s voice breaks a little, and the wetness in her eyes isn’t feigned at all. “It’s scary,” her voice is quiet, “it’s terrifying to be around you.” As Sophie talks, Isabella squeezes her hands. The little girl seems proud while Sophie looks like she is about to cry. “I made a mistake, and I will make them again. It’s pathetic, I know, it’s all consequence of what I did. But I am tired, I’m so tired of shaking every time I talk to you.” Sophie falls silent and, after giving her a short hug, Isabella stands in front of me. Her mana and her skill [Empathy] reach out to me, and I allow it to happen.

“I did help you too. I kept watch while you slept, back at the start of the second floor. To protect you from the bad guys from Hard difficulty when you were weak.”

“Yes, you did,” I agree with her.

“So forgive Sophie. We will give you all the shards too.” The little girl is serious, and it takes only a moment for her to gauge my decision from my feelings, and then she goes rushing to Sophie with a big smile on her face.

“Okay,” I answer to Sophie, “We have a deal.”

Her green eyes follow me as I leave the room, and I leave the sisters to deal with it.

She reminds me too much of myself. I have long since noticed that she is also trying the same way I am. 

Anyway, I did it only for the shards and to pay back Isabella.

Yup.

 









 

“So we sold the bracelet you left with us,” Tess says the moment I sit down with her and Hadwin. Everyone else disappeared suspiciously.

“Well, I told you to sell it if you really needed to, but was there really such a need?” I ask.

“What, you did? Then why is everyone acting like you will come up and chop off their left leg for selling it?” Hadwin looks between me and Tess for a moment and then realizes it, looking at the young blonde. “Tess…” he almost doesn’t seem to believe it.

Tess only smiles shamelessly, “I need to have some fun as well, and seeing them talk like Nat will come back and eat them was somewhat cute.”

I can totally understand her. Tess is someone who likes to pull off pranks like that once in a while.

“Anyway, we did have one high-positioned lynthari bother us the moment we entered the city. He really seemed interested in Maya and Lily. You probably already found out how weird they are. He kept lurking around for the two days we spent in the poorer parts of the city, and then most of our valuables disappeared.” Both she and Hadwin seem ashamed as Tess says, “I still have no idea how that happened.”

“I think that annoying lynthari did it,” Hadwin joins in, “He probably wanted to take all the valuables we have and then offer us to work with him.”

“I disagree, Hadwin. He would have taken all our valuable equipment too, yet only the trinkets disappeared. Plus, lynthari from what we saw until now seem harmless towards humans. They are weird, and sometimes annoying, but even Isabella didn’t feel any bad intentions from them. Not even once in the nine days we’ve been here. And we met or passed by hundreds of them.”

“Relying on her skill too much won’t do us any good,” Hadwin shoots back at her and they bicker a bit longer, both defending their own opinions.

“So yes, that’s when we decided to sell the bracelet. I know you started experimenting with the crown and the sword you left with us is something we can use hunting. We did have Sophie negotiate and she used her skill to get us a much higher price than we would get otherwise.”

“Oh? No protections against mind manipulation?” I ask this time.

“We were careful and did check it. You know, at first, she did get some extra food while buying it. Then influenced someone to give her a small discount and such. Isabella kept monitoring the area and Sophie also was careful, and we didn’t find any defenses against it.” Tess looks into my eyes, “Either mind manipulation is extremely rare and there are few defenses against it, or they never had to deal with such a skill.”

“We are testing it slowly. Getting a better price for the bracelet was the first big test, and we might slowly use Sophie’s skill a bit more. We could get a lot of secret information, really good equipment that we could even take to another floor.”

As Hadwin says that, I also think about a few ideas. If they truly do not have the concept of mind manipulation or it’s something extremely rare, we could end up getting the best items this floor can offer. Just by having Sophie manipulate some people. Sure, as of now the strongest ones I saw were close to level two hundred from my estimation, and there could be stronger ones.

That’s why we will have to be careful and slowly exploit her skill. It’s quite dangerous, mind manipulation, isn’t it?

A curious question flashes through my head. What would happen if Sophie returned to Earth now? She should be able to manipulate the most powerful or richest people on Earth to do what she wants. 

“That’s what happened to the bracelet, Nat,” Tess continues, “The house is ours, there is even a big basement that is shielded against mana detection or leakage. From what we know, it could be good enough even for you with your mana, so take a look at it when you are free. The view is nice; we still have plenty of mana stones left.”

“They use them here as currency,” Hadwin adds, placing a few mana stones onto the table.

Each of them is a bit different, and the biggest one is the size of my pinky. They are all oval-shaped and seemingly beautifully processed. Just a look is enough to tell me which one has the greatest value.

The surprising part is that all of them can hold some mana or be used to etch mana circuits inside and turn them into heaters, make them radiate cold, turn them into lamps. The more expensive ones seem to be able to handle a lot more mana and circuits, but something tells me I shouldn’t do that.

“That one is worth a few hundred thousand dollars if we try to convert its value to Earth’s,” Hadwin confirms.

“I see,” I say and put it into my pocket.

Hadwin opens his mouth to say something but then decides against it.

So I take a few more valuable ones.

“Anyway, we were able to find out what Calamities are and identify three out of four,” Tess continues, seemingly unbothered. “These three calamities are called as follows: The Fallen Hero, The Living Tree, and The Colony.”

            


Chapter 192 - Information on Calamities


                “It’s one of the information pieces we paid for. I think it was one of the most expensive ones,” Hadwin glances at Tess, and she nods, confirming it.

While taking the rest of the mana stones I didn’t pocket off the table, he continues, “The first one we learned about is the Colony. We’ve already had the luck of meeting some of them.”

“Good ol’ bus-sized ants,” I say.

“Yes, millions or perhaps even billions of ants. No one knows. The entire thing we considered a mountain range is their anthills, and they crawl all over it and inside the holes that cover the area.” Hadwin says.

He scratches his chin, “The weird thing is that they refuse to leave their area and do not attack if you don’t enter their territory. As for where they came from, no one knows. Some people say they came from a different planet through the tear in space. Someone else says they all come from their queen who used to be a strong monster that leveled up in a terrifying way.”

“I also heard they could be a failed experiment. A weapon one of the countries created to fight in one of their wars,” Tess joins in.

“Well, not like that matters. It’s hard to imagine we could wipe out all the ants, the entire Colony that is probably considered to be one of the four Calamities,” I say.

As always, the system doesn’t hold back when it comes to throwing all the challenges at us. Some of us aren’t even level one hundred, so how the heck is it even possible to wipe out the entire Colony?

“Any more info on ants?” I ask.

“Not much, to be honest. Only crazy people go to their territory, and most of the time, they don’t come back. But back to other Calamities…”

Before Tess can continue, I interrupt her, “What is down in the tunnels? Are they… weak to fire?”

“They should be full of mushrooms and other stuff ants like to eat. Apparently, they can be a bit flammable, yes. Nat, what did you do?”

“Nothing,” I answer quickly. “So imagine if someone, hypothetically and by mistake, did drop an orb full of fire down there; what could have happened?”

“Well, if that fire could set their food ablaze, the result could be quite terrifying, especially down in the tunnels.” Tess’s eyes are sharp as she says so.

“Well, it’s a good thing nothing like that happened,” I say.

It’s fine. Totally fine.

“Yes, it’s a good thing nothing like that happened,” Tess’s eyes say that she knows.

Dang it.

Tess then sighs and continues, “I did find some info about the Fallen Hero while Hadwin researched the Colony.” She flicks a strand of hair off her face, “The Fallen Hero is what is left of someone who died long ago. From what we found, this place also uses titles such as ‘Paragon’, and ‘Champion’ that are similarly strong, and ‘Absolute’. The Fallen Hero was someone like that, a man, human, that was said to be the Champion of an era a long time ago.”

“Currently there aren’t any Champions or Absolutes, none that people or lynthari here would know about. The highest level they know about is somewhere in the mid-two-hundreds,” Hadwin adds some details.

“As Hadwin says,” Tess patiently continues, “We think the situation will be similar to the Saint. The Fallen Hero is dead and only his body is alive. From what we found out, he is kept moving by an ancient set of armor that feeds on the mana of his still-beating mana heart and moves automatically, killing everyone in sight. They call that armor ‘Valorplate’ and have long ago lost the knowledge to create them.”

I try to imagine this in my head, and it sounds kind of scary. The body of a champion is used as a puppet by some sort of armor, powered by the Champion´s still-beating Mana Heart. That is scary.

“Tess, I want that armor,” I say.

“Why?”

“The name sounds cool. Valorplate. Like damn. I want that armor. Do you think it’s epic or higher rarity?”

“It’s either one of the best possible equipment within the epic category or something a bit higher. It could be that the fallen hero is a Calamity only because of the body of what used to be a champion powering the armor. Also, I think it would fit Hadwin better, with his skill.”

Caught in the crossfire, Hadwin continues to flick his eyes between me and Tess. But I can see it! The greed in his eyes. You can’t call yourself a man if you’re not attracted to some cool equipment, especially one with such a name.

Tess might be right. I don’t even like to rely on equipment, and it would surely be better for someone like good ol’ Haddy, but still!

Valorplate.

We’re already fighting over the loot, and we haven’t even killed the Calamity.

“Any estimation on level?” I ask.

“Three question marks for sure,” Hadwin stretches on his chair, “The fallen hero calamity is on a battlefield, some desert-like area. Once in a while, someone tries to kill him. Either for fame, for the Valorplate, or for levels. Sometimes it’s a small group, in other cases an entire army. Yet for hundreds of years, the body of the dead champion in the armor continues to walk around the desert and attacks everything in sight, never leaving the place.”

“We think this floor might have natives of a lower average level than the second floor. The second floor seems to be somewhat special with plenty of Champions, Paragons, and even two Absolutes. The 3rd and 4th floors so far seem to have lower-leveled people,” Tess says.

“We found out that this floor is somewhat safe, so we might have even a few years to level up or prepare. We could try to get all the good equipment, maybe we can earn a lot of money and just hire a lot of people to help us finish the quest. There are multiple ways we could go about it,” Hadwin shrugs his shoulders.

“Damn, it looks like you guys were super busy. So what about the 3rd and 4th calamities?” I ask.

“We didn’t find any information on one of the calamities, so that’s that. As for the third one, it’s the Living Tree. It’s a giant tree that towers over what used to be the old capital. Some call it the Demonic Tree even,” Tess says, “Apparently, a few hundred years ago, it sprouted out in the middle of the capital and killed everyone in sight. We don’t have more reliable information.”

“That’s a lot to take in,” I say.

Well, as Haddy said, it’s not that bad. We can cheat a bit and maybe hire natives to help, steal or buy some powerful equipment, observe, get more information, and plan the perfect attack. Out of all the floors we were on, this one seems like the best place to spend some time on. All the calamities seem to be tied to one area, other than the 4th one we know nothing about.

But who do they think I am? Hiring help? Getting overpowered equipment? I’ll take on the Calamity on my own. Maybe some other than ants, yup, let’s leave ants alone; I don’t want to piss them off more than I probably did.

“As for the city, you’ve already met lynthari. They are weird but somewhat harmless. They live longer than humans, they are born stronger, and most of them don’t have to worry about money even once in their life.” Tess slides a few papers in front of me, “You can go through what we found; Hadwin did a nice summary.”

“Oh, one more thing, probably an important one. Lynthari often are too lazy to do anything and just like to observe humans. The ones that lead the city created an association you can join with your team, or guild if you will. You can even join alone. You pay registration and…”

I interrupt him, “Haddy, are you talking about adventures, rankings, guilds, and quests? Like in games?”

He gives up and sighs, “Yes. It’s exactly like that.”

Tess nods in confirmation when I look at her, “You can imagine how excited the boys got when they heard that. They also registered our group as a small guild.”

“What is the name?” I ask.

“Angry Kittens,” Hadwin pushes through his teeth.

Oh boy.

I then glance at Tess, and even though she tries to keep a neutral face, I can see the corners of her lips lift up slightly.

 







 

I will turn Angry Kittens into the best guild this place has ever seen! People will keep talking about Angry Kittens in years to come. Angry Kittens will be written down in history as the noblest and…

Why are you hiding, you little shits?

I stop in front of the room where I sense three boys and Lily.

After a knock, I say in what I think is a soft voice, “Hello guys, can you open the door?”

It doesn’t work.

“Nat! I swear it was Lily´s idea!” Kim blubbers out from inside to Lily’s complaining.

“Oh? I don’t know what you mean… Kim. Just open the door. I want to talk.” Me using his surname instead of his first name seems to cause even more panic.

Then I start enjoying it. Is this what people meant by it being fun having friends? This isn’t that bad.

“I heard about the guild name you guys picked. I really like it,” I say.

“Fuck, he hates it,” I hear from inside, “He won’t believe it if we blame it on Lily.” The voice of one of the twins continues in a whisper.

“We are friends, brothers almost, aren’t we? Min-Jae?” I use my trump card.

“Fuck, Kim, do not open!”

Oh, it seems I have failed. But it’s fine; I’m still quite enjoying it. Should I try something else?

“Lily? I wanted to see you.” I say again, and in what feels like half a second, the door opens. Lily looks up at me with big eyes.

In the corner of the room, three teenage boys freeze and stare at me like a deer staring at a car.

“See boys? Why aren’t you more like Lily here?” I tap her shoulder, “Why are you even so worried?”

I notice Lily trying to lean against me while my attention is on the boys. Damn, she sure doesn’t give up easily. I guess I’ll really have to reject her out loud sooner or later.

“You,” I point at Aaron, “Angry kitten number two. What sub-class did you pick?”

“Diligence,” both of the twins say at the same time. “It’s already helping with [Connection] and [Sensory Deception]. It seems to work pretty well with mental skills.”

“Yup! It feels like we can keep them up for longer.” Interesting, that makes me even more curious about the others.

“Min-Jae?” I turn to the younger boy.

“Envy,” he says quietly, looking down at the ground. “I think my skills become a bit stronger when I am against a stronger opponent than me.”

“Oh? How does it work?” That sounds super useful.

Seeing my reaction makes the boy breathe in relief, and his eyes glow as he looks up. “Right? It sounds super cool! I only tested it against Tess, and I’m not sure, but I would bet I became a bit stronger.”

“Power of love,” I hear from Dennis.

“Totally,” Aaron adds in quietly.

To annoy Min-Jae, they don’t even communicate telepathically and just whisper it out loud.

I let the boy fight and turn to Lily, “And you?” I ask her.

“Not telling!” the petite black-haired girl resolutely shakes her head.

“Yeah, I bet it’s because it’s Lust,” one of the twins whispers loudly again.

That almost makes me giggle, especially seeing Lily’s reaction.

I then leave the four members of Angry Kittens behind and send my mana through the house to find others. I’m curious about what they picked.

 







 

“Me? I picked Patience,” Maya wipes sweat off her face and answers easily to my question. “It boosted my [Focus] a bit, but it affected [Armament] the most. It now lasts much longer.”

“I think that’s a good choice,” I tell her, and she nods.

“What did you pick?” she asks, and I hesitate for a moment.

Maya notices that and waves her hand, “You don’t have to tell me,” she reads the mood quickly and changes the subject. “Tess here, did go with Chastity,” she points at Tess with whom she was sparring before I came. Maya is smiling slightly as she does so.

Tess doesn’t even seem to be bothered by the suggestive name of her sub-class. “It was an easy decision. Chastity suggests self-control, purity, and clarity. It did exactly that. [Psychokinesis] feels purer and stronger, [Farsight] now allows me to see better, there’s some sense of clarity to it, and it feels like I might be able to do more than just see far and see a bit of mana. But I have a feeling that it most affected [Declaration], though it’s still hard to explain.”

“Pretty good decision,” I react, and Tess nods.

Knowing what I am curious about, she answers, “Hadwin went to hunt with Sophie and Isabella. Hadwin picked Temperance and it made his body tougher and [Strengthening] much stronger. I think out of all of us, he has one of the best fits with his main skill. As for Izzy… she told me not to tell you. Something like she will use it as a trading chip for something.” Tess lifts up her eyebrows.

Dang it. Do I have to sell Biscuit again just to satisfy my curiosity?

            


Chapter 193 - Welcome gift


                Behold, my new house! It has two floors and a sizable garden that seems to be a rarity in the surrounding area. In the garden, there are well-taken care of trees, grass, and flowers. The house itself is made from wood and big grayish bricks and it’s on a hill that overlooks the city, so the view is amazing, and the person who designed the house took that into consideration.

There are multiple large balconies and terraces that offer a comfortable view of the city while still allowing some privacy from the neighbors.

The street the house is on is made of cobblestones, and even the surrounding houses seem to be similarly well-designed.

So, yup, the house is mine and I don’t care that Sophie used her mumbo jumbo to get a better price for my bracelet that paid for all of it.

Maybe I can just train and experiment here while asking for rent from Group 4 which seems to plan to play on the guild and go out for hunting. I won’t only freeload but I will also make some money, which are mana stones here, and buy myself some good stuff.

Currently, I’m sitting on the large balcony of my room, and in my hands are papers Hadwin and Tess left for me, all with some basic information they were able to gather.

Most of the info is useless as I don’t want to deal with this kind of stuff. As always, I will leave it to Haddy and Tess and if they need any help they can ask me anytime.

I’m like a parasite exploiting my extroverted group members who take care of boring stuff.

Good!

So yeah, there are guilds, there are houses that give quests to those guilds. Stuff like, “Kill twenty giant hedgehogs that started to block trading roads” or, “Bring me a live specimen of a giant ant.”

Some of them pay much better than others and the payments sometimes are items, but most of the time they are Mana stones.

The stronger you are, the more dangerous quests you can take.

Exactly like in games, and that makes me curious. This kind of system isn’t that bad, so did it come into existence naturally or is it something that the system set up for us, people from Earth? It could be both, and the system is also collaborating with these quests.

One piece of information that I found interesting is that the moment you accept a quest from the adventure guild, the system gives you the same quest and the reward is a few shards. The system, being as greedy as it is, doesn’t offer that many shards, but it might change if they rank up and are able to take more dangerous quests.

Angry Kittens have a lot to do. I’m also amazed by what they were able to achieve in just 9 or so days. Sure, they had the cheat code called “a lot of money” and “mind-blender missy”, but they were able to collect a lot of information.

Monsters around the city, maps, information on Calamities, details on the city and lynthari, some powerful individuals in the city, information about shops, auctions, blacksmiths, and enchanters. All this stuff. The amount of information is staggering and it all sounds so interesting.

From what I understood, the main difficulty of this floor, which makes it Hell difficulty, is to actually kill one of the Calamities.

How the heck do you kill millions of bus-sized ants? How do you kill the Fallen Hero which is creepy armor using the body of a Champion as a battery? How do you deal with a giant sentient tree that wiped out an entire capital?

Hell difficulty is different here. It’s not an imminent danger, just finishing the task is extremely difficult. Plus, with my theory that you can spend an entire five years on a single floor if the floor quest allows it, it is nearly confirmed, and looking at the luxury and somewhat peaceful atmosphere of the city, this floor doesn’t seem like that bad of a choice.

Obviously, I won’t have that. If the rest of Group 4 really wants, they can stay here, but I will just take a few months to get my rapidly growing power under control, practice my skill, and then I will look to deal with one of the Calamities.

Hmm, the Fallen Hero seems like a good choice. And nope, it’s not only because of the Valorplate. Damn, that’s a cool name.

Anyway, a lot of stuff to do. When Sophie gets back, we can talk about selling the coordinates. Then I need to check my new skills, especially [Mana Domain], which seems to be the best thing I got from my Primary class.

Then I need to experiment with [Resonance] a bit more. I think I am underusing the skill.

Another goal is to turn [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion], but who knows how long that will take?

Then there are my Constructs that need a bit of upgrading.

Another round of Active Tempering after I get used to my mana a bit more.

I need to test out my sub-class more and the passive it gave me to see if there are any effects I might have missed.

Oh, and then there is my new epic passive [Mana Reservoir]. The passive just creates another Mana Pool outside of my body and who knows where and in what dimension. That reservoir only starts slowly filling when my mana is maxed out, but the advantage is that it doesn’t strain my body at all.

At first, I was disappointed and thought that the epic passive might not live up to its name, but it doesn’t seem that bad. Already plenty of time has passed since the Reservoir started filling, and it’s nearly as big as my current mana pool inside of my body. That’s like doubling up my mana for single use. Sure, it will fill super slowly and only when my mana is topped up, but it will allow for some huge burst of mana when it’s topped. 

So I will wait a bit longer before complaining or being happy. It might allow me to get a bit more mana than my current mana pool.

And then there are also Mana Stones I would like to experiment with. I already started on the floor before, but I plan to create constructs inside of the stones or maybe on the items. That’s also something I started trying to do with the Crown of the Last King. If I’m right, this is how enchanting should work, and I might be able to get something out of it.

Bored after all the planning, I send a pulse of my mana through the house and notice that Biscuit, alone in the room, is about to leave the area.

Huh? Alone? 

I hide my presence and keep mana inside of my body and under the Mantle and send only the tiniest mana thread to track him, something I’m sure he won’t notice. Well, not yet, I can’t underestimate our future corgi overlord.

As he exits the house, I watch him from the balcony. 

Biscuit slowly walks on his short legs, wobbling from side to side. The burrito-like doggo seems to have a plan.

My curiosity peaks, and I just watch him as he reaches the wall around the garden and expect him to create his creepy mana arms to climb over, but instead, Biscuit uses the new thing he learned. Like a blimp, he starts slowly hovering, and then at a very slow speed, he floats higher and higher. It takes a few dozen seconds just to reach the top of the wall, move over it, and then a similar length for the doggo to land.

With Biscuit’s mana arms, it would take like a second, yet he seems proud. He looks around and then, with a cute wobbly stride, he heads into the city.

And I follow him.

 







 

Biscuit confidently walks between the people and he totally ignores them. Only once in a while does he sniff in the direction of merchants selling some food, yet, amazingly, he even ignores that.

He doesn’t hurry, and it takes quite a long time for him to reach what looks like the poorer parts of the city. Then, the doggo walks into one of the darker alleys between two tall houses.

“The fuck is that?” an angry voice says from inside the alley, and the man tries to kick him. 

Instead of the kick landing, at a dizzying speed, one of Biscuit’s purple mana tentacles appears and hits the man, throwing him against the wall.

The man slides down and groans with pain. Biscuit then ignores him and continues to pass through the alley.

I carefully follow him, and when I get inside the alley, far behind Biscuit so he doesn’t notice me, I stop in front of the man.

“Fuck, was that a shitty animal. Hey, you, stop looking around so creepily and help me,” he says to me.

After looking at him for a moment I stomp on his shin, breaking his leg with an audible crack. The leg he tried to kick Biscuit with.

I ignore the man’s painful cries and continue to follow him.

 







 

After a few more minutes, Biscuit stops and looks around. When he doesn’t see anyone close by, he starts hovering again. The corgi-shaped blimp slowly floats right up, and after what feels like a minute, Biscuit reaches the roof of one of the houses and continues his wobbly walk on the roof.

Where is he going?

It doesn’t take long for me to get my answer: It’s food, obviously.

Dang it, Biscuit.

He reaches an older, big house that has a few smaller buildings nearby, and each of these small, barely room-sized buildings keeps spewing smoke from the chimney. Looking a bit longer, I identify them as smokehouses. Observing a bit more and watching people open and close them, I realize they are smoking deer meat.

Most likely, it’s something similar to what I gave Biscuit, which made him pick me over Isabella’s amazingly smelling, expensive-as-heck meat that I still want to try myself. But I’ve known Biscuit for a long time. His favorite snack seems to be deer meat, similar to the one we smoked on the first floor.

It’s almost cute that the small animal prefers this kind of meat, most likely because of some fond memories from the first floor. It was at that moment he ate the meat of the deer monster that he started being different from a normal dog.

I watch as he spends a few more minutes floating toward one of the smokehouses. Biscuit then uses his mana arms to open it and grabs a few pieces of dried deer jerky with the same arms. The cute little doggo drools while doing so.

Then he creates another tiny mana arm that reaches into his clothes, the ones Isabella put on him, and pulls out a small piece of glass. It’s similar to the mana stones they use as the currency here.

He must have seen people buying stuff with mana stones and wanted to do the same, not realizing that there’s a big difference between a normal piece of glass and a mana stone.

Biscuit places the piece of glass in front of the smokehouse after closing it and then leaves the way he came.

I don’t follow him this time and just take the longer way to get back to the house on the hill.

When I get back to my room, I find a few pieces of dried deer meat on the table next to my bed. Just from a glance, I realize it’s more than half of the meat Biscuit was able to get today.

It’s a sort of welcome gift, something that he considers extremely precious, yet he still wanted to share with me.

For a long time, I just sit there and stare at it.

            


Chapter 194 - Evening Experiments


                I will take down anyone who ever tries to mess with Biscuit.

Must protect!

The little doggo is too precious for this darn world, and I don’t care if he might become Earth’s Absolute or some eldritch abomination that will end the world. Even those creepy mana arms, I can deal with.

Biscuit can do whatever he wants and must be protected at all costs.

Damn, if I were a more emotional man, I might have started crying back then, seeing the affection of the little animal.

One hundred boops for almost making me feel that way!

It’s already late afternoon, and I spent the day slacking around, doing some tests with Mana stones and my new skills to avoid feeling useless. I also swiped some sweets from the kitchen.

While I was locked in my room, sitting on the armchair near the balcony and training while enjoying the view of the city, I tried to examine the web made of mana that Sophie set up.

It’s something I don’t think I’d be able to create right now. It’s as frustrating as it is amusing. Of course, I would like to know how to do that, but at the same time, I don’t feel a real need to learn it, already having plenty on my plate.

I like that others are also experimenting, and even the kids are slowly using their brains more, choosing what they want to do and improving. It’s good for me. If members of Group 4 improve, I can pick a thing or two I like and try to learn it from them if I think it’ll fit into my build. It’s like having them experiment for me!

Good, very good.

(You did mess with my web.) Sophie’s voice sounds in my head the moment she, Isabella, and Hadwin enter the house.

(I just tried to observe it a bit, but it was too trigger-happy.) I send back at her and sense their presence as they return from the hunt and walk through the house.

(That’s the point, isn’t it? It’s here to detect intruders.) Sophie feels more relaxed than ever before.

It seems like the deal we made about a clean slate made her happy. I don’t think she fully believed me, but Isabella most likely confirmed my honesty to her older sister.

(We can start with the coordinates in 1 hour? Living room?) I suggest to her.

(Deal.) She answers and she and Izzy move through the house. Soon they enter the bathroom, probably to take a bath or shower and clean off the dust and sweat from the hunt.

I’m already turning off my [Perception] when Sophie’s mana spikes up a bit, and an area forms around the bathroom—an area that I can’t see through with my [Perception].

What the heck! Does she think I would peek?! I already located all the restrooms and bathrooms and excluded them from my senses other than just feeling mana signatures.

Annoyed, I stand up, walk a few meters toward the sweets I put on the table, and grab a few. Then I activate [Tether], and with the skill consuming a chunk of my mana, I teleport and reappear back in the armchair where I left the anchor.

[Tether - lvl 1 > Tether - lvl 2]

Nice.

I pop a few sweets into my mouth.

The skill is still disorienting to use and takes too long to create to be useful in combat right now. It also requires a sizable chunk of mana that would be easy for an enemy to sense and try to mess with the anchor. But for hit-and-run tactics, it should work wonderfully. Especially when I learn to leave longer-lasting anchors and multiple of them.

(Kim is asking you if you would like to be guild master.) Another telepathic message reaches my mind, and I identify it as Dennis.

The same as with Sophie, I let it connect. I’ve long considered an enemy doing something similar and disrupting my concentration, but my construct called Mana Sovereignty Mantle would block it too. Yet every time I feel their mana or Biscuit reaching my mind, I let some of it pass, just enough for them to talk to me.

(What do you think?) I send back to Dennis.

(I’ll tell him you are not interested!) He says quickly.

Before he cancels his [Connection], I send him another message, (Dennis, it’s fine to mess around a bit, but don’t forget where we are, okay? Don’t let your guard down no matter how easy it seems right now.)

(Tess and Hadwin keep telling us the same, heh. Thanks.) After that, the presence of his mind disappears.

 







 

When it’s about time, I leave my room and walk downstairs where Lily greets me immediately, “Aren’t you bored being locked in your room?”

“No, I had company.” I can’t help but tease her, and Lily’s wide-open eyes are fun.

“Wh-what?” she stammers, “Who?” she looks around.

“The best company, obviously, myself.” I pass by her.

“Nat! You can’t do that to me,” she complains and quickly takes a few steps, walking by my side.

It’s not like I lied, though.

“By the way, I’ve learned a few things, and I can’t wait to show you!” her voice is excited, and I can see that she also has fun discovering what she can do with her skills.

Skills that are maybe too strong. Heck, her [Disintegration] made even a cockroach-like Absolute hesitate.

“Sounds fun. Some other day then? I have something with Sophie right now.”

“Sure!” she says happily, but there’s a weird glint in her eyes, which quickly disappears.

Did I imagine that?

“Nat.” As often before, Izzy welcomes me with a short hug, then moves back to Sophie.

The two sisters are sitting on the couch, wearing comfortable-looking homely clothes. There’s some warm drink in front of both of them, and they have a big blanket wrapped around them.

“Hey,” Sophie just says shortly. She and Isabella both have black hair, green eyes, and similarly tanned skin. It’s extremely easy to identify them as sisters.

Well, it looks like Izzy will be there as well during our experimenting. Aaaand Lily too. I glance at our healer who sits on the couch I planned to sit on, one that is opposite Sophie and Isabella’s, with a small table in between.

Lily shamelessly ignores my look. 

Damn, she knows that with my tendency to lose body parts, I need her, and she can annoy me almost freely.

Dangerous, Hell difficulty people are dangerous. And shameless.

Jerks, all of them.

“This is what I was able to do. I tried to copy what Lissandra did, but I wasn’t able to do it fully,” I pass a small mana stone of lower value they use here to Sophie.

I’ve tried to do what Lissandra did while giving me the coordinates of her world. She did it in a few seconds and with a tiny amount of mana. I spent a few hours and used a lot of mana, yet it feels not even close to being right. The coordinates are currently stored in my mind, but “writing” them down is something else.

Sophie reaches for and takes the stone, then leans back while Izzy snuggles up to her under the blanket. As she examines it, her little sister starts dozing off.

“I tried to mark parts that feel off,” she says after a few minutes and hands me the stone.

Then I spend a few minutes examining it, “I disagree with this one. I think I did it correctly,” I say and hand her the stone.

Sophie shakes her head after just a moment, “No, it’s bad, look,” she gestures and puts the stone on the table, and both of us touch it with the tip of our pointing fingers.

“If you do it this way, then this twist will break everything,” she explains while both of us use our skills to watch what’s happening inside of the stone.

Sophie with her [Manipulation] and me with my [Mana Manipulation] and [Perception].

“But if I do it the way you told me, it will block this part,” I point out.

“Oh, you are right. Hmm, how about changing it like this,” she reaches out and makes a small change before I’m able to say anything.

The delicate structure inside of the stone immediately dissipates. It’s as if every twist and corner is supporting the structure of the coordinates.

“Oh, sorry,” Sophie immediately realizes what she did.

“It’s fine, I’ll try to do it again. This time you can watch how I’m trying to inscribe it. It might help.” I say as I take out another mana stone.

The living room is dimly lit, and it’s getting darker outside. There are blankets on the couch, and the house has become quiet as everyone does their thing inside their rooms or quietly relaxes somewhere.

Isabella is already asleep, and I can hear her soft breathing, a child with a blanket over her and resting against Sophie, who is leaning over the table and touching the mana stone between us.

Like me, her eyes are also glowing while we experiment, and every obstacle only seems to make her more eager to finally succeed. It’s as if she doesn’t even remember why we started doing this and just enjoys the work we do.

At some point, Lily also tries to lean against me in a similar way as Isabella does with Sophie, but I just pinch her nose and push her back, to which Sophie gives me a slightly surprised look.

“What?” I ask her. I don’t have to explain anything. It’s fun pinching Lily’s small nose.

That’s how we spend our evening and a significant part of the night. In the end, we didn’t succeed. No, this feels like something that might take at least multiple weeks, maybe months. Yet I can’t deny that I have fun doing it. Working on something I consider interesting and with someone who shows a similar level of excitement isn’t that bad at all.

I also notice that as time passes, Sophie becomes a bit less stiff, her words become less cautious, and deeper into the night she doesn’t have a problem actively disagreeing with me.

We confront each other’s opinions and improve our skills in the process.

 







 

I wake up and stretch in my bed. Ever since the body upgrade at level 100, I don’t need to sleep as much or watch my food intake and can go a few days ignoring it, yet I still prefer doing so. It’s more a psychological thing than a physical one.

For a moment, I just look at the ceiling and replay our experiment with the coordinates from last night in my mind. I grab one from the small table near my bed and examine it.

Yup, not even close. This will take longer than I thought. Maybe one or two months if we work together?

Cockroach Lissandra did it so quickly; it made me think it would be easier. Well, at least it will get me a good amount of shards. Maybe even enough for another amazing passive. I’ll have to see how much the system will try to scam me.

I stand up, stretch a bit, and while yawning, take a shower in the bathroom connected to my room. The shower is similar to the one in Edwal’s manor on the third floor. Heated with a mana stone that apparently needs to be changed fairly often and powered by more mumbo jumbo stones with weird etchings.

Similar to stones I encountered on the second floor, they seem to be coded to prevent their competition from copying them easily. The act of coding them decreases efficiency a bit, but I think that’s something they don’t care about. Maybe I should try to decode some just for the fun of it.

After taking a shower, I use the anchor I left over my bed to teleport back onto it and quickly burrow into the blankets. This anchor took an immensely wasteful amount of mana, just to stop it from dissipating while I took my shower.

I burrow deeper into the bed. It feels so good, damn it. Maybe I should just stay like this the entire day. The sensation of a warm shower followed by slipping back under the blankets is amazing. Something worth trading an epic item for.

But anyway, what does my passive, Mana Reservoir do? Is it already full?

I check the mana pool that is separated from my body and realize that it’s already twice the size of my mana pool and showing no signs of being full.

Oh boy, this is getting scary.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Oh, I see. Now, even the Colony is trying to take over the comment section.



                



Chapter 195 - Set up


                It seems that the passive I got with my Primary Class isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. My mana is currently at 609 stat points. Then the 1st Stage of Attribute upgrade adds another 609 to that, making it 1218. That makes the Mana Reservoir 2436 points big, and it’s still filling up.

Like, heck. Isn’t that maybe too strong? I mean, I won’t complain, obviously, but what the heck?

The reservoir is filling slowly, and getting it to this point took multiple days, as every time I spent a bit of mana, it stopped filling. Plus, I keep taking mana from my natural mana pool and only letting the reservoir fill. So there are disadvantages. Plus, it’s also nearly a one-time use, and then there can be situations where I will keep using my mana and it won’t be able to fill.

But!

This is really getting scary. The thing isn’t even filled yet. Where will it stop? Three times my mana? Four? Five? After I sell the Coordinates, I really should buy another high-grade passive or start saving for one.

A beam of light shines through the window right into my eyes, as if telling me to finally get out of bed. With a sigh, I do just that and go through the clothes and put on something more fitting.

Everything in the room is something the others bought. With my money.

I’m rich, but I could be richer.

Maybe I really should be an ass and ask for rent from them. I can ask for it jokingly, and some of them might take it seriously and give me some money.

At that moment, a weak pulse of mana is sent through the web Sophie set up. I’m able to sense it only because I keep observing it, and I quickly follow the signal and detect movement at the entrance to the land the house is on. I switch to [Perception] and detect 3 men standing there. One of them senses my perceiving touch and does something that blocks it.

Wow, so rude.

I send my mana again, this time I change the frequency a bit and do it more carefully, and the man doesn’t notice it anymore. Amateur.

A mana signature exits the house, and I identify it as Haddy, who quickly approaches the men. I also notice Sophie and Tess, who are carefully watching the interaction, ready to join.

The trio talks to Hadwin for a while, and then Haddy gestures for them to leave. At that moment, one of the men swings at Hadwin, and the older man lets him hit. Even though the man is using mana, there’s no damage dealt to Hadwin. Instead, he just smiles, and I sense him using [Strengthening] and then Hadwin punches the man who attacked him. 

Immediately the other two attack as well, one using some lightning attack and the other one by boosting his body.

Hadwin just lifts his eyebrow and allows a few hits to land, showing total disrespect, and then beats them up, breaking some bones in the process. Then he just throws them away.

He literally throws them.

Way to go, Chadwin!

Curious, I turn to Sophie’s web and push on it in a way I know she’ll notice.

She identifies that it’s me and connects to my mind. (Please, do not break my web, it took a long time to set up and I’m still working on it,) Sophie says immediately.

(Who were those three chumps outside?) I ignore her words and ask her instead.

I can almost hear her sigh. (Some random guild full of jerks that keep wanting to get us to join them. Probably so they can scam us for commissions.)

Well, I guess it’s not even surprising.

(Tess and Haddy didn’t tell me anything,) I send it to Sophie.

(Tess said not to bother you with little stuff like this. We can deal with it even without you.)

(And the real reason is?) I ask.

(She doesn’t want you around, beating people before we find out a bit more about the power structure of the city. Anyway, I’m going to hunt with Izzy and Hadwin, so tonight again?)

(Yup.)

Her touch then disappears.

Damn, Tess, I wouldn’t go around beating people… okay, I would. Hmm, maybe I should track those three men and see where their base is.

At that moment, I hear knocking on my door.

I get up and open it, and there, Tess stands. “Nat, Sophie told me you asked about what just happened. So, please, do not go out and track them.” She seems serious as she says so. 

It seems like I was read like an open book.

“Okay, I won’t,” I say after a bit of thinking. 

They seem to have fun dealing with those goons, so I will let them. But if they push harder, I won’t hesitate to use it as an excuse to beat up a few jerks.

 







 

Mana Cycling is fun. The technique I learned, among other things, from Lissandra, is enjoyable. I use it to move mana through my body, and at this point, it’s something I do almost subconsciously. I also changed it a bit from the version Lissandra taught me and adapted it more to the way I handle mana and my body.

It’s surprisingly helpful. My mana, which is now multiple times higher than any other stat, is easily dealt with between my constructs that use some, passives that help me, my trait, and Mana Cycling.

Having so much mana isn’t something people usually do, but for me, it’s fine.

Lvl 159

Strength: 51

Dexterity: 49

Constitution: 147

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 609 + 609

And I bet I could handle more! It’s not just an excuse to keep constantly dumping stats into mana, nope. My estimate is that in a few more days, I should be ready for Active Tempering which will improve my strength, dexterity, and constitution again. I just need a bit more time to get used to my mana which increased by 200 after the Primary class I picked.

I also have another thing added to my to-do list. My new skill called [Mana Domain]; I came up with a way to improve it by a lot. The first step is to evolve my [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion], and then I will infuse my domain with all kinds of fun stuff!

[Mana Domain] infused with [Resonance]? Good luck avoiding attacks of resonating mana that can come from any side. Or good luck avoiding constant pressure that wants to disrupt your mana.

The same goes for kinetic energy or thermal one. I could literally keep a heat-filled dome around myself or the one filled with kinetic energy.

With a few level-ups of the domain and increasing its size and with my nearly bottomless mana reserves? This added to the original effect of my skill that allows mana within the dome to move as easily as the mana inside my body, which would turn it into some terrifying stuff!

There’s also one more interesting thing. Creating an anchor for [Tether] is easier within my domain, and I don’t even have to stand close to do so. Within the domain, I can create an anchor further away from me.

Sure, the anchors could be destroyed, and they are still easy to detect, but nothing I couldn’t improve with time.

But even this feels just like the start. I’m still inclined to think that [Mana Domain] will be much stronger at a higher level. Currently, it allows only doing stuff with my mana, but sooner or later I should be able to dominate all the mana within the domain, and that’s when I think the skill will truly shine.

“What do you think, Biscuit? Am I correct?” I ask.

Currently, I’m alone in my house as everyone else went to hunt or gather information. A tiny part of me feels ashamed as if I’m slacking even though I’m training.

There’s a real reason for that. I have a lot of mana and yet, by my standards, I’m not handling it properly. It’s like people from Hard difficulty. They did have similar stats and levels to us, but their usage of skills was lacking in comparison to us, Hell difficulty enjoyers.

Not wanting to end up like them, I can only stop leveling and focus on improving my control.

(Food.) Biscuit just yawns lazily and puts his head back down on my lap.

“It’s easy for you to say, you can learn new skills anytime you want,” I complain.

(Sustenance. Easy.)

“What? You try harder only when you need more food, and right now there is enough of it, so you don’t need to?”

(Food.) The doggo confirms.

I can’t even refute that. This telepathic, burrito-like, floating, potty-mouthed divine beast is probably the strongest one of us.

Still, I boop his nose a few times, “When you become a real divine beast or something stronger, you will have to remember good ol’ Nat, okay? I will be leeching off you.”

Biscuit doesn’t even bother to answer, and his cheeky eyes seem to be smiling before he closes them again.

 







 

POV Lily Chen

“Listen, Tess, you guys just need to shut up and join Blackstone. Our guild is much bigger than yours, and we already have backers that can help you guys get better-paying jobs. It’s a win-win.”

The woman saying that is only a bit older than Tess. She’s a brunette with a curvy figure, and her eyes are yellow, reptile-like. Probably some trait, as Tess mentioned after we met her for the first time a few days ago.

She’s really rude as she and two more men stand in front of us, by her side. They are not allowing us to pass.

It’s annoying, to be honest. Tess and I just wanted to go out and hunt a bit.

“As I told you before, our guild is not interested in that, Eve. Just let us pass.” Tess says.

“What kind of name is ‘Angry Kittens’? You guys clearly don’t take it seriously.” The woman takes a step closer and places her hand on Tess’s shoulder. Her smile is creepy, and she keeps glancing at me and my right hand.

It’s probably my fault. They saw me before I finished restoring my right hand and guessed that I’m a healer capable of regenerating limbs, or we have one, and that’s the main reason they want us in.

“Tess, we would treat all of you nicely, trust me.” Her hand continues to squeeze Tess’s shoulder, and she shows her teeth while smiling.

To me, it’s surprising how confident they are. I can’t see their levels, but Tess said they’re just a bit over one hundred. Tess and Hadwin also wanted to keep Nathaniel out of all of this. Something about not always relying on him for help with something they can handle, but I think they just don’t want him to blow things up.

I’d like to see that, though. I don’t like this woman and the way she looks at me. But I’m not worried. If she touches me, I’ll use [Disintegration].

“Eve, get your hand off me.”

My attention is immediately drawn to Tess, who said that. Tess is smiling, but this smile feels dangerous.

“Come on Tess, quit joking. You will get in trouble the moment you try something,” the brunette laughs and gestures to the two men who move closer.

“Lily, don’t kill anyone,” is the last thing Tess says before white and red lightning sparks around her.

Her fist moves at a dizzying speed, hitting Eve directly on the nose, breaking it, drawing blood, and sending her flying even though the woman tried to block the attack with mana. 

Tess smiles refreshingly.

Then one of the men grabs me. Being careful not to kill him, I lower the power of [Disintegration], and a short pulse of grayish mana disintegrates his arm up to the shoulder and I take a step back.

“Huh?” he utters before he starts screaming.

Tess quickly deals with the other man. It doesn’t even take three seconds.

“So annoying. Blackrock is just a small bootlicker guild that clings to a bigger one. Their guild master isn’t even at level 120,” Tess says.

She remains calm even in this situation. In some ways, she’s really similar to Nat. Is that why he feels so comfortable around her?

“You bitch,” Eve lisps from the ground, blood on her face, “just wait…”

A squad of guards followed by one male lynthari quickly arrives. Too quickly, almost as if they were waiting nearby.

“Oh, it’s cute Eve. What happened to you? Did they attack you out of nowhere?” the lynthari asks while the human guards wait. He smiles at the woman who glares at us hatefully. 

The lynthari feels young and even though he tries to control his expression everyone can see that he is having fun.

“This might be a little troublesome,” Tess sighs, “It looks like we’ve been set up.”

 



 

POV Lily Chen

One of the unspoken rules of the city is to never mess with lynthari. So we let ourselves be taken to prison and locked in a room, both together. It’s a reasonably nice room, but it’s unsettling to be confined here. I’m troubled by what Eve said; maybe we’ll face problems, as Tess mentioned.

Tess tells me to expect that we’ll spend a few days here and that they’ll most likely try to mess with us while we’re here. They might kidnap us or force us to pay outrageously high fines for “seriously” hurting them. And if we can’t gather enough money, they could force us to join their guild.

But only a few hours later, the door unlocks, and a young man enters the room. His face has no emotion on it, but his brown and gray eyes seem to glow with hidden cheekiness as he looks at us. 

As always, he moves with such confidence, and unlike almost everyone else, he doesn’t emit any mana I could detect.

It’s like he dominates all of it and doesn’t allow it to escape his control.

“Are these your friends, feral one?” A lynthari enters the cell. The way she speaks and moves makes her seem regal, even though there’s a long scar across her face.

[Elemental Warden - lvl ??]

Her hair is white, and her cat-like eyes are golden. She is unearthly beautiful and probably extremely wealthy, judging by her enchanted jewelry and clothes. Her clothes are also very pretty.

“Yes, Myrra, these two ‘angry kittens’ are my friends,” Nathaniel says.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
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Chapter 196 - In order to have some fun


                Wow, Tess seems really down, seeing how she keeps avoiding my eyes. What now, you silly tall blonde? You keep bullying me by reading me like a book and then saying how you will take care of everything. So, what will you do now?

“Tess, just let me. I’ll take care of everything,” the moment I say that, I can see she realizes what I’m poking at and how much fun I’m having.

Right now, Tess really seems like an angry kitten.

“Feral one, you truly are ruthless,” Myrra, the first lynthari I met even before I entered the city, notices as well. She’s a level 188 Elemental Warden, the highest level I’ve seen so far in the city.

“Nat, you know it’s not our fault. They kept trying to force us into their dumb guild,” Lilly says in their defense.

“Ha! Blackrock was just a pawn, a small guild. It’s one of the five big ones that wanted you guys and operates behind the scenes,” Myrra tells Lily and I listen to them in the back of my mind.

So, things went like this: Tess and Lily were imprisoned. We learned about it a bit later from the association of guilds, and then things went downhill. Normally, they would just get out, as I’m sure they were innocent, but one of the five largest guilds in the city kept meddling behind the scenes to the point where they could spend a really long time in there.

I’m sure during that time they would try everything to get Lily, because, of course, it’s always the healers these guys are after.

This is what Hadwin and Sophie found out, and then I got the idea to use Myrra here, who left me her address in case I was looking for a job.

Exactly as I expected from her level and wealth, she seems important, and it took only a few hours to get to this point, with Myrra being really helpful.

“Well, it’s the lynthari that rule the city. I didn’t expect you to be so corrupt.” I tell her.

“Feral one, obviously they are corrupt. Only our young ones help with the leadership of the city, and they like to mess around,” Myrra giggles and her tail continues to swing from side to side as she shows me her sharp canines.

She seems to be enjoying herself, “Usually this wouldn’t have happened, but you guys seem to have caught the interest of someone high up there,” she narrows her eyes, looking at Lily, “Is it because of her?”

“Nope,” I say.

At that, Myrra becomes even more amused, and even her ears perk up a bit. The entire time, I feel her mana in the surrounding area, touching each of us carefully, observing us. There is especially a lot of it around me, and even her eyes seem to glow slightly in the dimly lit prison cells.

When we start walking outside of the prison, a few human guards and a single lynthari that’s present even bow to her, letting us pass without any problem. There, we meet Hadwin, who is here with Aaron, and Tess and Lily rejoin them.

“I’ll be back a bit later,” I wave at them and then continue to walk by Myrra’s side.

“Your friends are also interesting, aren’t they?” she licks her lips.

“Why don’t you tell me, why are you so interested in us, Myrra? In exchange, you can also ask me something,” I offer.

Walking through groups of people that are still out on the streets, she gives me a long, examining look before answering, “All of you are young, yet I can smell powerful skills from you. That much isn’t that surprising, but I can even recognize that you are someone who only started dealing with mana not a long time ago. A few months, a year at most. Yet…” she doesn’t finish.

A few lynthari recognize her and gesture a greeting towards her. Myrra returns that greeting with a smile.

“It’s something new to me and let me tell you, I rarely get to deal with something new and interesting,” her eyes full of mana seem to pierce through me. She also probably has some skills or maybe a trait that allows her to know that much.

I just keep bumping into all these old weirdos who are so bored that they don’t have anything better to do than just bully poor old me.

“Moreover, it’s fun to observe humans once in a while. Humans live shorter lives, much shorter than us lynthari, so just watching them, living, expressing all these emotions is exciting. I especially like to watch humans like you, feral one,” she shows me more of her canines.

Myrra is tall, easily two or three heads taller than me, the same as all lynthari who tower over humans. And she is powerful. Her level isn’t that high, but she did have a lot of time to master her skills and her power, and that’s evident even to the naked eye.

She continues, “You seem so distant. So prideful and so confident. Almost regal. Like Champions of ancient times. It makes me want to see you broken,” her tail stops moving, she opens her eyes wide, and a shadow lands on her face, “I want to see you crawl, defeated, I want to see you begging for mercy after being beaten by your enemies. I want to see you cry.” her voice is full of emotion.

The tall lynthari takes a step closer, our faces nearly touching as she bends down, “And even more than that, I want to see you succeed. I want to see you prove that you are as powerful as you think you are. Oh, just the sight of you tearing apart your enemies with that distant look on your face and with your beautiful eyes,” she sighs while showing dreamy expression.

Dude.

System, what the fuck is wrong with you and with all these people within the tutorial?

 



 

I quickly leave as soon as I can. Thankfully, Myrra still seems somewhat amused and doesn’t ask for anything for her help, but I’m sure it will come. It almost feels like I made a deal with the devil.

But there’s one fun thing: she says she will leave it up to us to deal with all this stuff and if we don’t push it too far, she will stop other older lynthari from interfering. Another condition is to not hurt lynthari, no matter what they do.

When I reach my house, everyone else is inside.

To be honest, this entire situation is kind of crappy, and I can’t imagine what else Tess and Lily could do. Killing people from that small guild or guards would bring more trouble than it’s worth. People who went after them seemed to do it with the intention of getting them into prison as they did, they just didn’t expect to get beaten so quickly and easily.

“We are free to deal with the guild on our own, but touching lynthari is a no-no, no matter what they do. Minimal damage to stuff not belonging to the guild is also a must,” I say the moment I enter.

That immediately starts a conversation between Haddy, Tess, and Maya.

From the paper I saw before, there are three types of guilds. Simply separated as big, medium, or small. Angry kittens are small if even that. Blackrock is small, slowly becoming medium. The ones supporting are big guilds, and there are five of them here in the city: Luminous Order, Storm Brigade, Serpent’s Eye, Obsidian Circle, and Veilwalkers. The one messing with us seems to be Serpent’s Eye.

Each of the big five seems to have a guild master that is around the two-hundred-level mark. Guilds mostly consist of humans, and only very rarely are there any lynthari in there. 

So, we should expect a guild leader of a bit over 200. A dozen or two guild elites at around 170, a few more dozen at around 150, and maybe a few hundred under level 100. For each big guild.

Yup, I could take them.

“Nat, I hope you didn’t have to give up anything to that lynthari,” Hadwin joins me while others converse around the table. I’m once again sitting in the armchair that they now usually reserve for me.

“Oh, no worries, Haddy. She’s just one of those weirdos that is more creepy than dangerous.”

“Good. Tess seems annoyed, but I really don’t know what she could have done,” Hadwin changes the subject.

“We’ll get her to beat up a few people to make her feel better,” I answer him.

At first, I was a bit annoyed with some jerks messing with me right when I started my training, but this doesn’t have to be that bad. I can beat up a few people and examine the skill level of someone around my level. I haven’t had much opportunity to do so, so I’m quite curious.

Could I take on an entire big guild by myself? Something makes me want to try just that. One Sparrow obliterator 5000 could be enough to wipe out an entire guild house. Or one ANTomic bomb. Would they be as flammable as ants?

Oh boy, let’s quickly forget about that. I’m still nervous thinking about it. Leveling shouldn’t be that easy, and the system surely won’t let it go. 

But that also makes me curious. I did deal with a few hundred ants, bus-sized ones. So, how could a much smaller guild compare to them?

The ants were extremely flammable, probably their weakness, and even though they were big, their physical stats weren’t that amazing. What was amazing about them was their communication and the way they could fuel each other’s skills, and I think that’s where plenty of levels and skills went. Otherwise, the ants didn’t feel as strong as their level might hint. 

A single level 100 ant felt more like a level 50-70 monster. Just a bit big. As always, there are advantages and disadvantages to everything, and something tells me that the guild might be a bit more dangerous than a few hundred ants and that makes it sound fun.

“I think they’re not only after Lily; they probably know that we did mess around to get more mana stones, for the bracelet and all the other stuff,” Tess says, and as I catch that, I focus back on the conversation.

“Tess, there’s no need to plan that much. Just point me in the right direction, and I will fuck them up,” I tell her.

“No, Nat, I have a better idea,” Tess’s eyes glow dangerously, “We will fuck them up.” She stands up, and a smile slowly appears on her face.

Oh boy, she is angry.

“We will beat the leader and his underlings and replace or have Sophie manipulate them. But before we do that, we need to collect more information: their numbers, strength, allies, and locations. We know that the lynthari won’t step in, so we just have to deal with humans.”

“I like that,” I say to her.

The way these guys mess around with us feels annoying. It’s not like I’m BFF with everyone here, but how dare some lowlife gangster think they can mess with something that I consider mine?

Obviously, taking over a big guild won’t be easy. Beating them? Simple. Taking over and making it run as before just with some changes will be a challenge.

 



 

A few days have passed and our plan is still very simple. We’ll beat up the leadership and see if Sophie can make them… more friendly towards us.

Unfortunately, even this isn’t that reliable. I removed her construct from my mind before, didn’t I? Well, It’s something we’ll work around after dealing with them.

So now, everyone is collecting information. We’ve spent nearly all of our remaining mana stones. Tess keeps watching their headquarters from a distance. Izzy and Sophie as well. Sophie also manipulates a few of the weaker members into telling us everything they know. About mind manipulation, healing skills, their guild — and oh boy, there’s a lot.

We were worried that they might know about Sophie, but mind manipulation is something they don’t even know is possible, at least not the guild members we asked. As for healing, they really are after Lily… again. Poor girl, always the target of kidnappings and the unfortunate people who try. Only a dumbass would run into her terrifying skill.

Oh, and one of the big five guilds, Serpent’s Eye?

Yeah, they’re assholes, total assholes. Even lower-ranked members know about some of the shady things the guild does. A little bit of blackmailing, the kind where they ask for money so nothing will happen to your shop. Some stealing of other people’s prey. And a few much much worse things.

At first, I thought it was almost childishly villainous, like bad guys from cartoons, and that makes me wonder if it’s also something the system changed. You know, creating an environment we are somehow accustomed to.

But the more I listen, the more I realize that all these acts are targeted to gain money, power, or both at once. It seems cartoonish but very human-like. 

I also keep forgetting that this is a world where there are people capable of destroying an entire city on their own so the rules are a bit different. Plus, there are the lynthari, all-powerful and always watching with amusement, allowing humans to do nearly whatever within these unsaid basic rules, all in order to have some fun.

In the end, it doesn’t matter. Everyone here is just a shadow, a copy of a person who is most likely already dead or maybe even never existed.

And they shouldn’t have messed with what is mine.

 

            


Chapter 197 - Just be happy


                Turns out the Serpent’s Eye guild master is a normal-looking man. Average height, has a plain face, and even the clothes he wears aren’t eye-catching. The man doesn’t seem strong, dangerous, or authoritative. Yet, his level…

[Mana Harbinger - lvl ??]

Somewhere deep inside, I feel my competitive spirit rise.

So, how did we find the man? Well, we didn’t. He found us.

It was late afternoon and on arriving back at our base, my luxurious house at the top of a hill overlooking the city, I see the open door.

“I hope you don’t mind that we let ourselves in,” says an average-looking man, seated on my couch, as we enter. He moves a bit to make himself more comfortable and continues, “Or did you think that we didn’t know about your clumsy attempts at spying on us?”

Looking around I notice 12 more people spread out in the living room and kitchen, all of them over level 150.

“In fact, the lot of you were so clumsy, I would almost consider it cute. Angry Kittens indeed.” He continued in a deep voice, exuding confidence and a bit of a sneer at the end.

Some of his goons seem amused by what he said, snickering even while others are carefully looking around or appear bored. They seem to not understand why their guild leader would be bothered to personally meet this group, most of whom felt weaker than them.

It isn’t surprising, since I am the only one in our group over level 150.

The looks they give us are annoying.

The guild master, nonchalantly seated on my couch, props his legs on my table.

It’s infuriating.

“Anyway, you must understand that I’m quite annoyed that you guys beat up my people. Twice,” he shrugs his shoulders. “And I don’t know how you got the lynthari to stop sticking their noses into this but don’t misunderstand. That’s all they’ll do. They won’t care anymore, no matter what happens to you.”

The twins keep everyone connected, and they’ve been talking ever since we arrived. I’m the only one who hasn’t joined the conversation and blocked their attempts to do so.

“Hey, you, weirdo, stop staring at me,” the man bangs the table with his boots, a big smirk on his face. When I don’t react or answer, he laughs out loud. “Go on, keep hiding your mana. You might surprise some people with your immense mana pool.” As if on cue, several men who came with him giggle.

Should I just kill him right now?

“So, my offer is simple, and I would recommend you guys not refuse. It’s a great opportunity,” another round of cruel laughter ensues. “Serpent’s Eye will be joining Storm Brigade and going on an expedition fairly soon. You might be asking: why is he telling us this?”

The man’s eyes scan each one of us, taking turns. Despite his taunting demeanor, his skill seems real. No matter how cartoonishly evil you appear, you won’t become one of the most powerful people in such a large city without some skill.

“It’s quite simple! Both Serpent’s Eye and Storm Brigade, two of the big five,” he pauses briefly, emphasizing the fact, “can take one small guild with them on this expedition. You know, mentor some people, bring in talented individuals from guilds under them. The usual stuff. And we’ve decided to pick Angry Kittens.”

The way he says our guild name disgusts me to my core.

I hold myself back. The rage that keeps trying to surge to the surface is well-controlled, to the point where I almost want to smile, given how angry I am. 

How dare he act like that in my house, towards my people. The man doesn’t know he just signed his death certificate.

I finally allow the twins to connect me to the others, and immediately the conversation stops when they notice I’ve joined.

(Tess, accept his offer,) is the only thing I say before cutting off the twins’ [Connection].

For the rest of the conversation, I look around and etch the face of each man present into my memory. I remember the words the guild master said. I remember the faces of the men who laughed the most. I remember their mana signatures.

Then, when the conversation ends, the guild master stands up and approaches me. He reaches out, gently tapping the top of my head a few times and then my cheek, all to the laughter of his men.

“Good boy, you’re hiding your mana sooo well,” he says condescendingly, as if talking to a child. Even more people start laughing.

This time I answer, “Thank you, sir.” I feel the corners of my lips turn upwards, and I smile at the man, “Thank you very much.”

 







 

The expedition the man mentioned? Well, apparently they plan to sneak into the old capital. You know, the place that is taken over by one of the four Calamities, the Living Tree.

Two out of the five big guilds of the city – oh, the city is called Virelia – so yeah, two guilds are joining forces. By using a map they recently acquired, they plan to sneak into the city and into the house of a man who used to be a Champion.

There are multiple pieces of high-graded equipment they want to get, along with all the wealth the man might have amassed.

Champions, in my estimation, are probably around level 400-500, so it’s no surprise that the man possesses many items that might interest people who are a bit over level 200 at most.

Their plan is painfully obvious. During the expedition, most of the Angry Kittens will unfortunately perish, and the remaining members will be absorbed into the grand Serpent’s Eye guild.

Lily doesn’t seem to be the only one they’re interested in. They’ve also got their eyes on Tess, and I barely noticed, but I caught the guild master’s glance towards Sophie. They seem to harbor some information or suspicion regarding her skill.

There’s a bit more information they provided, but I leave it to the others and return to my room, still feeling a wild rage under my skin.

Without hesitation, I sit on the bed and close my eyes, then start another round of Active Tempering.

I calm myself, set the Mana Regulator to thirty percent, and kinetic energy enters my body as I slide into deep [Focus].

As kinetic energy flows through my body, I move my mana in the way Lissandra showed me, and I’ve further refined it. My mana infuses my bones, muscles, nervous system, and veins, and the strain I feel intensifies.

Taking a short pause and a deep breath, I change the frequency of the kinetic energy. Something I learned to do thanks to the Absolute from the second floor, and improved upon by observing the undead bear on the third.

When everything is ready, I weaken my passives and reinforcement construct. I don’t even need to turn them off fully since the amount of mana I possess is much higher than during the first active tempering and my constitution hasn’t increased much.

I’m certain I would die if I turned them off completely.

Then, as kinetic energy starts pummeling my body, I increase the amount of mana turned into kinetic energy. Everything else fades from my mind, except for my body being pummeled by the energy flowing through it. My body is about to break but endures thanks to the right frequencies and my [Mana Infusion].

It’s painful, and I taste blood in my mouth, but as the minutes pass, I don’t stop and continuously increase the setting on the Mana Regulator.

Then I remember the man, his tone when he mentioned our guild name, his laughter.

Immediately, I completely turn off my constructs and passives, and the pressure multiplies. I barely get all this energy under my control, multiple wounds begin to appear, one after another, and my body feels as if it’s being pulled apart by a force too strong to handle.

I remember when the man slapped my cheek gently and patted the top of my head.

The setting on the Mana Regulator changes again.

Then I remember the way he looked at members of Group 4 as if they were already his.

I lower the effect [Focus] has on my anger, and for a few minutes, while getting blasted by all this force, I just continue to enjoy the feeling of my emotions.

When I get my feelings back under control, active tempering comes to an end. Right after, I turn kinetic energy into thermal, and while my body radiates the heat, I feel my passive working and using that heat to heal me. Slowly, but surely. None of the wounds are big enough to require Lily’s help, yet there are so many of them.

Then I check my stats.

Constitution increased by 40, strength by 15, and dexterity by 10.

Lvl 159

Strength: 66

Dexterity: 59

Constitution: 187

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 609 + 609

For a moment, I stare at my stat screen and then send my mana through the house while my passive continues to heal my body.

I locate every single member of Group 4, all of them actively discussing something in the living room and throwing ideas around.

A few simple words come to me. They are mine.

Group 4 is mine. They are my people and I will fuck up anyone who tries to hurt them or take them away from me.

 







 

Flashback - Nathaniel Gwyn - 15 years old

“Freak!” The man swings his fist, and the thin, black-haired boy crashes against a table before falling to the floor. Yet the boy’s face remains emotionless as he rises, confronting the man, a growing bruise evident.

“Rob! Stop!” a young woman screams, rushing to the boy, hands cradling his face. “Look what you did to Nat!” She berates her husband, then turns back to the boy, “Does it hurt?” she asks tenderly.

Both, mother and her son, possess the same striking black hair and similar facial features.

“Thalia, that brat and his sister creep me out.”

“They’re your children, our children. How can you say that!” Although smaller in stature, the woman confronts the man, fury in her eyes.

“Who knows? Maybe you’ve been messing around,” the man retorts with a cruel smirk on his face.

“Rob, you know I’d never… I love you,” Thalia whispers weakly.

The two are both in their thirties. A young couple who became parents in their teens. 

After another exchange and a few more cruel words, the man storms out after shouting a few more curses.

Thalia sighs and embraces the boy, “You have to understand, Natty. He wasn’t always like this. You also should remember how he was when you were younger,” Her petite frame seems even smaller compared to her 15-year-old son.

“Mom, it’s fine. Don’t worry about me, okay?” Nathaniel tries a comforting smile but fails terribly. A weird grimace appearing on his face.

“Silly boy…” the woman sighs, pain in her eyes. Pain and hope, “I believe Rob will come back to his old self,” she smiles at her son. Even now she is hoping, but a small part of her seems to realize that it might be too late.

The boy, with his two differently colored eyes, sees through his mother’s facade but remains silent.

“I’m sorry, Natty, sorry that you go through all of this because of your stupid mom. You and Victoria,” the woman’s voice becomes weaker. “I’m so selfish and weak.” She sounds like she is about to cry.

“Don’t be like that. It’s something I chose to endure. It’s all on me,” this time a genuine smile appears on his face. “I will do that much for you. So please, just be happy.”

“You and your weird pride,” the woman stays quiet for a moment and then whispers, “Thank you. I love you, Natty, and I’m so sorry,” she then lets go, forcing a smile on her face, “I’ll prepare something to eat.”

Nathaniel just nods, and the smile disappears from his face when his mom leaves the room. His expression once again becomes an emotionless mask as he stares at the door through which the man exits.

The woman thinks she’s hidden it from her son, but he’s noticed.

He’s seen how thin she’s become, he felt the twitching of her body as she tried to hide her bruises from him and the heavy layer of makeup masking even more.

Although his face remains unchanged, the look in his eyes shifts and for a while, he looks at the door before forcing a smile on his face and joining his mother in the kitchen.

            


Chapter 198 - It’s nice to see you


                “The expedition will start in three days,” Tess taps on the paper in the middle of the table.

It’s morning the next day after we got unexpected visitors, and no one has gone out to the city or to hunt. Everyone is staying inside the house. They laugh less; they talk less.

As always, the system knows how to deliver the best wake-up calls.

“As that jerk said, the target is the house and valuables of the Champion. The house is located in the territory of the Living Tree, one of the four Calamities,” she sighs. “I know we have to deal with one of the calamities sooner or later, but this feels way too soon.”

“I wouldn’t trust them too much when it comes to us being covert. Their hidden tunnels into the house that supposedly allow us to avoid the Living Tree sound sketchy at best,” Hadwin joins the conversation. “Other than getting rid of most of us to keep some members, they most likely plan to use us as fodder.”

(Food!) Biscuit sends, but everyone ignores him. Everyone except me. 

I pick up the doggo and place him on my lap. He tilts his head as if in question, “It will be fine, and it’s fodder not fooder.” I whisper.

He woofs and bumps my chest with his small head. He continues until I pet him, and while I do so, he closes his eyes. When the little doggo is satisfied, he rests his head on my chest, and together we listen to the others.

“There’s no way I’m going to their guild. If they touch me, I’ll use [Disintegration],” Lily says.

“No one will be going to their guild, Lily. We’re all together in this mess,” Tess looks around, her eyes determined.

However, some of our members seem unconvinced. The people who visited us last night were all higher level than us, and the guild master’s strength could be felt even though he was holding back.

I know most of our members haven’t even reached level 100. Yet, why are they so unconfident? From what I’ve seen, I could have defeated most of the guild master’s goons even before I got to level 100. Sure, they are mostly at 150, but so what?

“If we get a good opportunity, I will take care of the guild master, whatever his name was, and his elites,” I say, and for a moment, silence fills the living room. Yet no one seems to doubt what I said, “We will use them to get the gear and to see what the Living Tree is capable of.”

“His name is Elydor,” Hadwin says after a while. He looks like he wants to ask something, but then he just closes his mouth and shakes his head. “Anyway. I’ll go over the info we already bought and find as much as we can on the Living Tree and the old capital. If we approach it smartly, we could turn it into an opportunity, as you said.” Then, without saying anything else, he leaves to do what he just said.

“Nat, do you think your lynthari… friend could help and give us some support?” Tess asks me.

I immediately shake my head. “She won’t.” I can already imagine Myrra’s laugh and glowing eyes if I came to her asking for help, again. From our previous conversations, I’m absolutely sure she would have me beg, crawl, and enjoy watching it. Then she would refuse to help anyway, hoping to get some “fun” emotion from me. That’s how she is.

But there’s also another part of me. A part that doesn’t want any help.

“All that’s left is for us to train for a few days before the start of the expedition since hunting is out of the question now,” Maya says as she stretches her hand high above her head. “It’s annoying, but that’s Hell difficulty I guess. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s one of the system’s settings to keep throwing this stuff at us.”

Oh, is Maya maybe slightly smart? Finally, someone who understands the ways of the system. I keep telling everyone how assholish the system is.

“Nat, would you like to spar?” Maya asks to my surprise.

Oh?

“Sure,” out of pure curiosity, I agree, and like curious little kittens, four teenagers follow us: Lily, Min-Jae, Dennis, and Aaron.

Izzy, Sophie, and Tess stay behind with the best doggo of the 4th floor.

When we get to the garden, I notice that it’s not in the pristine state as it was when I came here. There are some burns on the ground, deep slashes, cracked ground, and ruined grass.

It somehow irks me. Should I make them pay? 

Maya stops opposite of me, and I notice the moment she activates her [Focus]. Her eyes become clearer, and her movements as well. Like a wild beast that is controlling all its power, ready to explode in a deadly attack. Her mana moves smoother than before, and armor forms around her body. Unlike mine, it’s bulkier and seems to be thicker, and the mana that creates it becomes a darker shade of blue than she was using before.

“Nice improvement,” I tell her.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Maya answers me, and affected by [Focus], her words sound calm and confident.

A sword forms in her hand. The weapon is big, massive, and nearly as long as Maya. Yet, because it’s made of mana, it’s much lighter, and Maya has also heavily invested stat points into physical stats so she moves it lightly.

I also slide deeper into [Focus] and observe her.

Maya’s mana moves, and for a moment it wildly charges through her body. During that half-second, her armor becomes dark blue and non-transparent. Her body also gets a boost, and she rushes at me.

During that brief time, she reaches me and swings her sword three times before her body returns to her original stats.

I dodge all the attacks: the first by tilting my head, the second by jumping over the blade, and the third by stepping backward.

Before she can deal with the aftereffect, I kick her chest armor, and she staggers backward.

“Damn, I hoped to get one hit in,” she says.

“Oi, wouldn’t that cut me in half…” Before I can finish, she does it again. Her armor becomes darker, and her stats significantly strengthen, along with her armor and weapon.

I use [Tether] and create an anchor, right after I jump backward, only for Maya to follow me. She passes by the anchor I left in the air without noticing it and stops to swing at me with the anchor behind her back.

At that moment, I activate [Tether] and reappear behind her in the place of the anchor.

“Nothing personal, ki…” I jump back before I can finish my sentence, I feel movement on the back of Maya’s armor, and a spike extends from it, aiming for where I stood before I dodged.

“I didn’t know you could teleport,” there’s a surprise in her voice, and even through [Focus], I can sense her emotions.

Tss, so bad! How can her [Focus] be so inadequate?

“I didn’t know you could turn into a hedgehog,” I counter, to her amusement.

“That’s the nice part of sparring with you; I can throw anything at you without worrying that you’ll get hurt. Oh, maybe you getting hurt would be even a bonus,” Maya winks at me, and I see that she’s serious.

“What about forgiveness? It’s rude to hold a grudge for so long. It happened on the 1st floor, didn’t it?” I poke at her.

“Ha! As if you didn’t do the same.”

My silence is enough for her to confirm that, and she laughs shortly.

Her armor once again turns into a darker shade of blue, and the sword in her hands transforms into a spear that elongates, trying to stab my head.

I deflect the spear with the back of my hand and dash at Maya, who continues to track my movement, once again deep inside [Focus]. It surprises me again how unnerving it is when someone watches you with such calm eyes while trying to kill you.

I reach her, and, still boosted by her skill, she lets go of her spear. A dagger forms in her hand, and she stabs at me. I simply cover my palm with resonating mana, allowing her to stab that palm. The dagger seems as if it’s going inside of my hand, but any mana that forms the blade and touches me dissipates as if it’s made of snow and melting in contact with red-hot iron.

Seeing that it doesn’t work, she moves closer to me, and multiple spikes made of mana stab at me from her armor. They are disrupted as well, and her mana returns to a paler blue, causing her to lose some strength.

As she staggers slightly from the aftereffects of her skill, I place my palm on her shoulder, disrupt her armor, and push her away.

“Damn it, I was hoping for something,” Maya deactivates her skills and sighs. “You didn’t even get serious.”

“It’s a gift. Some people are just born pretty and talented, that’s why I have to suffer all this envy.” I shrug.

She rolls her eyes. “Any good advice for me?”

“What’s the name of your new skill?” I ask instead.

Without much hesitation, Maya answers, “[Boost]. It’s a simple skill; I can enhance my stats for a short moment, and my armor becomes stronger. I haven’t used it on [Focus] yet, though.”

“Sounds pretty good,” I reply.

I’ve matured, haven’t I? I’ve learned not to complain when people acquire impressive skills. After all, I have strong skills of my own, so there’s no reason for jealousy.

“It also allows me to ‘boost’ my healing speed or my senses a bit. It’s still at a low level, so it’s challenging, but I believe it’ll improve.”

“Hmm, I see.”

Maya takes a step backward, “Nat, why are you creating that mana baton in your hand?”

“Maya, let’s spar some more.”

“Hey, hey, hey, I don’t like the look in your eyes or the tone of your voice, Nat. At least tell me what I did!”

 







 

“So, why did you fight Maya?”

“Tess, I did it to help her improve! She gained one more level in [Armament] and two in [Boost],” I mention the name of Maya’s newest skill through clenched teeth.

“Damn it, Nat.”

 







 

Later that day, I find myself in the garden again, this time with a different member of Group 4, Hadwin. Hadwin watches me closely. It seems that news of my training with Maya reached his ears, and he’s on guard.

“So, what are your skills?” I ask him. “Any new ones? Come on, you can tell me, did you acquire [Singularity], [Invincibility], or maybe something like [Immortality]?”

“What are you even talking about? I have no new skills. I still have [Disruption], [Strengthening], and [Wound Contraction].”

“Oh? You didn’t get a new one?”

“Do you think it’s that easy? No, I didn’t even try. I’ve mostly focused on [Strengthening], and it has served me well. It’s versatile. I can enhance my body and my weapons. It’s simple but effective,” Hadwin shrugs. “That’s why I have this.” He shows me the epic sword he holds.

The sword once belonged to one of the three warriors from the 3rd floor, the one held by a man named Aias. I entrusted it to Tess, along with a bracelet and a crown that Lily is now trying to use.

I agree with Tess on this; the sword is in the best hands and will be most useful with Hadwin.

“I’m curious. Punch the palm of my hand. First, only with your stats, then with [Strengthening].” I point my palm to Hadwin.

Without hesitation, he swings his fist and it hits the palm of my hand.

Oh? That’s quite good, isn’t it? It seems he has invested some stats into strength and not only into his constitution. When he swings again, this time using his skill, I notice the force of the attack and even use some mana to boost my body. His fist hits my palm, and I add even more mana to strengthen myself, trying not to show it.

He’s getting closer and closer to level one hundred. Not too long ago, I was sixty levels higher than him, but I felt that punch right now. Sure, I’m not oriented towards physical stats, but I still think it’s impressive. I’ve also witnessed his endurance, so Hadwin is building up quite well.

“Have you used your upgrade token yet?” I ask, genuinely curious. The upgrade token is something he should have received around level 75.

“I haven’t used it yet. I’m deciding between upgrading constitution or strength,” he looks at me, a question in his eyes.

“Constitution or strength seem like good choices for you or maybe start allocating more stats into mana,” I raise my hand to stop him, and he closes his mouth, a knowing smile on his face. “It’s not what you’re thinking, Haddy. Upgrade your constitution or strength and begin allocating more stats into mana so you can use your skill more frequently and for longer durations. Don’t invest too much into mana; in your case, maybe twenty percent should be enough. Then put around thirty into constitution and the rest into strength and dexterity. Or mix it up and go with forty for strength, and twenty for mana if you want to double up. Oh, and you could also…”

“Nat, check the community,” Min-Jae interrupts me mid-sentence shouting from the window overlooking the garden. 

I open the Community.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Dude, finally we are out, I fucking hate the third floor.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) -Tell me about it. Do you think anyone is here?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -You’re sitting next to me, so why are you asking me in the community? And yes, I bet that mana maniac and Savi are already here.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Sup.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Of course, he is…

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Fuck you, Noname, and it’s nice to see you.

            


Chapter 199 - Your face


                Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Is Savant here as well?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - That loser? Savant arrived a week after us.

Mari (Hell, WhiteWing) - You guys should compete during the tournament.

Mari is one of the members of WhiteWing. She barely speaks, usually letting Lootenant and Brainiac take the lead, but she sometimes chimes in to poke fun at people. Other members of WhiteWing don’t seem too interested in the community and rarely talk.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - That’s the plan.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Savi! How did you clear the third floor on your own? You’re a monster.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Do not call me Savi. I used my brain, obviously.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Can you invest stat points into intelligence?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - You wouldn’t, even if it was possible, Noname, lol. Anyway, we lost one of our members. Edwal killed him, you know, the guy Echo who joined us from the Hard difficulty.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Sorry to hear that (T⌓T)

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yeah, he was a nice guy, but he angered that lightning jerk.

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - So how did you guys clear it?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Well, we got the warriors first, one after another, and then we went for the king. That guy was no joke, I tell you. But you know, teamwork. There are 12 of us. How about you?

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Ten. And even if we consider other groups that are still clearing the 3rd floor, we still don’t know who the remaining ten members are, the ones who haven’t spoken up until now.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yeah, it’s interesting. Anyway, how we dealt with the saint is a secret, so don’t even ask.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -No one was going to. Even I’m not that shameless.

I say that after deleting the message where I was going to ask just that.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - If you’re in the mountains. Well, I left quickly.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Great, just great.

Mari (Hell, WhiteWing) - Wow, if even he says that, we should probably leave.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Nice one, Noname! Try sharing more, maybe you’ll be able to get something through.

I ignore the rest of the conversation. As time passes, we’ve learned how to send subtle hints like this to others, and they return the favor. It’s not much, but it’s something.

In my case, I issue danger warnings. Other members of the community, wrongly, view me as someone who impulsively jumps into danger, so when I mention being cautious, they interpret it as a severe warning.

They better repay the favor later.

I leave Haddy and the others to chat in the community and head back to my room. Here, I sit in an armchair that offers a beautiful view of the balcony and, by extension, the city called Virelia.

Damn, I really wanted to explore it a bit more, perhaps go on a treasure hunt, check out the auctions, or simply examine the trees. Instead, I have to deal with a bunch of guys who have a death wish.

Still, there are a few days left, so I can work on my constructs. Out of the four, only one needs some tweaking. Reinforcement. Currently, it drains my mana and uses 30% of it to fortify my body. The efficiency isn’t great, so that’s what I’ll work on. I’ll also increase the amount of mana it consumes. 40% should be enough.

I enter [Focus] and begin.

 



 

Instead of taking just a few hours, it takes almost an entire day and I end up improving all of my constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Reinforcement has become more effective. Oh, I didn’t touch Kinetic Mana Heart; that thing is scary. I don’t know what I was thinking when I made it, and now that I know a bit more and have more experience, I’m hesitant to modify it. I might be some kind of genius. 3rd floor Nat was impressive, I must admit. Dumb, but impressive. Good job, weirdo!

The Mantle shows slight improvement, as well, but it’s not much.

However, the biggest change is in the Mana Regulator. The construct can now regulate the amount of mana that my Reinforcement and Kinetic Mana Heart receive. So instead of Reinforcement constantly consuming 40% of mana, I can adjust it. It can take all of my mana or none - though the latter isn’t something I would want to test.

While the efficiency isn’t as high as when I reinforce my body manually, the gap is narrowing, which is a positive sign.

And speaking of impressive? My Mana Reservoir is filled. My newest passive is now full of my mana, ready for use.

It’s three times the size of my entire mana pool.

If my calculations are correct, I currently hold as much mana as if I had 4,872 stat points invested into it: 609 base plus 609 from attribute upgrades, and then that amount another three times due to the reservoir. 

Sure, I know there are upgrades, passives, active skills, and perhaps other stuff that could increase mana to that amount much sooner and others should be capable of it as well, but this volume is still amazing to me.

I love it and I’m a tiny bit scared.

 



 

Both of us are sitting on the couch and Lily hands me a crown made of silver metal that the last king wore.

“I tried and tried, but couldn’t do anything. I’m not sure what the Saint did to link it to her healing powers,” Lily says, sounding a mix of disappointed and frustrated.

I take a sip of the hot drink I’m holding and stare at the crown in my hand. 

Given more time and without the expedition coming closer, I’d examine it a bit more. But I’m already busy leveling up the new active skills I got from my primary class and haven’t had the chance to work with Sophie on coordinates.

I decide and hand the crown back to Lily, “You can keep it and continue experimenting when you have time. Even if you destroy it I won’t mind.”

“Oh…” Lily responds, glancing between the crown and me, “Okay, I’ll try!”

“Maybe you should give it to Dennis or Aaron. They might use [Connection] to explore the link it had with the Saint,” Sophie suggests.

Both she and Izzy are seated on the couch opposite us, wrapped under blankets and also sipping hot drinks.

“The twins aren’t very good at handling mana,” I tell her.

“So the crown still functions as a receiver and connector but needs a… signal,” Sophie asks.

“Yes, the plan is to have Lily serve as the new signal,” I say, giving the black-haired girl a pat on the shoulder. She nods energetically in agreement.

“Boring,” Izzy sighs.

“Your face is boring,” I answer quickly, catching her off guard.

“No, your face is boring!” the young girl fires back after a moment.

“Biscuit doesn’t think so, right buddy?” I turn my head to the right, and the best doggo lying on the couch next to me woofs, “He says your face is boring, Izzy,” I tell the little girl.

The youngest member of the angry kittens doesn’t seem to like that, and I can see her gears spinning as she tries to come up with a comeback.

Before she can retort, Hadwin joins us, pulling a chair closer, “We should be ready now. I checked our bags, and we have enough calorie-dense food to last us for a week and plenty of water for at least a few days.”

Tess moves closer and picks up Biscuit, placing him on her lap as she sits next to me. The best doggo doesn’t mind much and closes his eyes as she pets him, “In the worst case, we can use the system shop, so there’s no need to worry about food and water,” Tess says.

“Do you think we can use them to deal with the Living Tree Calamity since we will be there?” Hadwin asks Sophie.

The black-haired girl shakes her head, “I won’t be able to manipulate the guild master or most of his stronger men, maybe just meddle with them slightly.”

“Well, maybe Biscuit said so, but when you were gone, he agreed that your face is boring!” Isabella finally comes up with an answer and says it while smiling victoriously at me.

So weak! “Oh yes? Yesterday, he told me in my room that your face is boring!”

“Maybe we could pit them against the tree somehow and then finish off the one that remains, but we don’t even know how strong the Calamity is,” Tess continues talking to Hadwin while petting Biscuit.

“Yes, dealing with the Calamity still feels premature. We should focus on survival and not be too ambitious. Just testing it a bit would be enough,” Hadwin stands up, “I’ll go talk with the boys. Good night.”

“Night, Haddy! Your face isn’t boring at all, unlike Nathaniel’s,” Isabella chirps cheerfully.

“Biscuit, minus fifty nose boops if you tell Izzy that her face is boring,” I turn to the doggo.

Immediately, the little divine beast opens his eyes and turns to the little girl. (Bor…) Biscuit starts but doesn’t finish. He turns to me, a stern look in his eyes.

Have I been betrayed?

“Plus fifty more nose boops,” I say to the little traitor, but the kind doggo doesn’t budge, and Isabella comes rushing to hug him.

“You guys just need to stay careful, and I will handle the Serpent´s Eye guild,” I tell Tess, Sophie, and Lily, “As for the Calamity, we’ll avoid it as much as possible. If it’s as strong as the Colony, we won’t stand a chance without either gaining more strength or having a solid plan.”

The ants aren’t that powerful, but their sheer numbers pose a challenge. I suspect there are even stronger variants. Currently, it’s hard to even imagine a way to defeat this Calamity named the Colony. The Fallen Hero and Living Tree should be at least on a similar level of strength.

Sophie turns to me, “Can you really fight their guild master? He seems to be close to or over level 200.”

“It doesn’t matter,” is all I tell Sophie, and after studying me for a moment, she nods.

After that, I spend some of my shards to buy five pieces of rare equipment. Hadwin uses one of my epic swords, so he doesn’t get anything. Lily already received a rare amulet from me that helps her defend against magical attacks, and Tess got an endurium javelin back on the third floor. So, these three don’t get any new items.

We don’t have enough mana stones to buy good stuff in the city so I buy four rare light armors for the twins, Min-Jae, and little Isabella. For Sophie, I buy a bracelet that appears to improve her concentration and should enhance her primary skill.

One thousand two hundred shards vanish just like that, leaving me with 890 shards. But I don’t mind. It’s just a bit awkward to see them thanking me repeatedly.

Now that I think about it, they live in my house, they receive expensive items from me, so why am I the one doing all the giving? Where’s my plan to stay in the shadows and let them handle the burdensome tasks?

As I watch the twins and Min-Jae excitedly putting on rare armors and checking the effects, I’m already thinking about what I should get from them in exchange. However, I come to a strange realization. 

I could ask them to show me everything about their skills, classes, passives, and traits, and help with testing, but they already do that for free. I can ask for mana stones, but I suspect they would give them to me without any issues, only being curious about what I would test. Well, if they had any.

It’s unnerving not to have a clear give-and-take.

When I get to my room and start monitoring the house, I do it more carefully this time, using [Perception] more deliberately. It still annoys me that I couldn’t locate them properly as they sat in the house, despite my skill. Yes, I wasn’t fully attentive in using the skill, and the guild master of Serpent’s Eye is at a higher level than me and probably countered it. But still, it left me feeling annoyed.

Maybe I’ve become too overconfident lately, intoxicated by all this power, and becoming more and more careless.

This night, I don’t sleep and continue to ponder over it while monitoring the house. I find an odd comfort in feeling the mana signatures of everyone in the house.

            


Chapter 200 - The Old Capital


                “We came to bring you to join the expedition,” one of the men says as all of us meet in our garden.

There are five guild members from Serpent’s Eyes, all a bit under 150. Even though it’s considered rude, they send their mana to check out our strength.

I use my Mantle and Mana Cycling to hide most of my mana, as before, so they just glance over it in a similar way as their guild master did. Just like him, they think I’m at a similar level to the rest of group 4 and am just trying to hide my mana.

Taking our stuff, we follow them out of our house. Everyone is quiet. 

As we pass by one of the restaurants, I notice Myrra sitting on a balcony, eating something and looking down at us. The weirdo lynthari smiles at us, and when she meets my gaze, her smile broadens and she mouths something that I don’t even bother trying to decipher.

It doesn’t take long before we leave the city, closely following the five men. A bit further, we meet the main group which is separated into two smaller groups. One of them is Serpent’s Eye with their guild master Elydor and around twenty of his guild members, all of them clearly top of his guild. A smaller, but elite force.

Storm Brigade also has around twenty people with them, standing to the side. Unlike Serpent’s Eye, they all wear clothes of a similar shade of blue and each has a brooch pinned on their chest. A simple silver piece of metal shaped like lightning.

Then there’s another small guild, Blackrock, the guys who kept annoying our group members. They, along with us, will mostly provide support, and probably act as cannon fodder, even though no one says it out loud.

Curious to gauge the reaction of another of the five big guilds of Virilia, I watch Storm Brigade, but they barely show any interest in us. All of them have somewhat stern expressions. Their guild master is called Obelia, a sharp-looking woman with pale brown hair, and her eyes are silver with circuits covering the surface. Most likely a trait.

Elydor approaches us. This time, he’s not as provocative, which confirms my suspicion that he just wanted to provoke us into attacking him so he could deal with us before the expedition. Since it didn’t work, he chose a different approach.

“Just listen and don’t do anything on your own,” he advises shortly. The implications of not doing so are clear but it sounds somewhat empty, knowing what his intentions with us are. He then turns to leave, joining Obelia and discussing something while we wait.

(Food?) I hear.

“You just ate,” I respond. My answer doesn’t seem to please the gluttonous beast, so I throw him a piece of deer jerky.

“What do you think?” I ask Tess, who stops next to me.

“Other than the two guild masters and a few others, I think most are quite manageable,” she replies.

I can’t help but agree. Tess is already close to level 120, so dealing with some level 150 goons doesn’t seem unreasonable. Sure, there are many of them, but I’m confident an opportunity will arise.

“I will try to focus mostly on defending and helping others, so the rest will be up to you,” she tells me.

“Yes, just do as we discussed, and it should be fine,” I respond.

While waiting, I watch a group of ten men working carefully. They clear a big patch of the ground to reveal a large circle made of some metal buried there. After pulling some Mana stones from the special box, they place them into a few slots that I make sure to remember, as well as noting which mana stones they use.

In the end, the number of stones they put into the metal circle equates to the value of multiple houses. All of the stones are glowing, filled to the brim with mana.

When they’re done, they approach Obelia. After exchanging a few sentences, the woman steps toward the circle. Her silver eyes, intertwined with circuits, scan everything, and she even sends her mana into one of the stones, causing it to glow brighter.

“We are ready,” she informs Elydor.

“You heard the lady!” the guild master of Serpent’s Eye shouts. “Everyone, get your asses into the circle.”

Knowing what to do, his men move in, as do the Storm Brigade. Hesitantly, Blackrock and the Angry Kittens follow.

The circle is spacious enough to accommodate all of us with room to spare.

After a final check, Obelia retrieves an item from her pocket, placing a mana stone inside it—a mana stone I hadn’t seen until now, probably worth even more than the others. The moment she activates the item, the circle starts drawing power from the stones her men placed, illuminating it, entirely covered in circuits that twist, bend, and interweave.

A few more seconds later, it finally happens. All the mana gets redirected, filling the ground beneath us. What follows is the sensation of falling, immediately followed by the feeling of being pulled upwards. When it stops, a second later, I find myself in a different location.

The surrounding landscape is familiar, a vast rocky plain devoid of vegetation, with a city ahead. But this city is different from Virelia.

The old capital, is much larger, with fewer towers, although most are in ruins. The walls of the buildings have a faint glow, remnants of their past splendor. But the most eye-catching part of the city is the Tree.

A tree much larger than those in Virelia. This one reaches towards the sky, its branches seeming to touch the clouds and cast shadows over the entire city. The tree is leafless and appears sickly, as if dying, yet the amount of mana it radiates is astonishing, even from this distance. Its power seems close to the three-question mark hydra Lissandra once tore apart.

Tess confirms my observation: “Three question marks, the Sunseeker Tree.”

“So likely between level 300 to 450,” Hadwin chimes in, with all of us grouped together. “But it appears…sick?”

I can’t help but agree; the tree seems ancient, withered, and barren. Could this Calamity be an easy one? Thats unlikely. The system wouldn’t allow such a twist. 

The tree will undoubtedly awaken and reveal itself as the most powerful mage ever. Even the archmages from the zoo might face competition from the plant kingdom. Perhaps the future Earth’s Absolute will be a random plant. A were-weed? Cinderweed?

“It doesn’t feel as strong as the Paragons of the Empire I met,” Sophie notes. “Even when they restricted their mana, they felt much more threatening.”

“Champions, Paragons should be over 450, and Absolute is even beyond that. The tree here seems to be around 300? Maybe slightly weaker because it’s sick?” I share, after observing it and comparing my impressions with what I felt on the second floor.

This observation leads to more questions. 

On the first floor, the power scaling seemed relatively standard. On the third as well with most enemies were 50-100 levels higher than us, with the higher end representing the “bosses” of the floors. 

The fourth floor follows a similar pattern. Slightly more challenging than the third, as there are humans and lynthari over 200, with some of us below 100, and even stronger boss monsters in exchange for allowing us to use the city and its sources to take down Calamity.

But what about the second floor? All of us were under level 50, yet we met Champions and Paragons and even Lissandra who was well over them. How does that make sense? Is the second floor meant to be somewhat special?

I feel a presence moving towards our group, so I stop thinking and continue to track the mana signature. It’s not like I’m examining it closely; at best, I can say it’s like looking with my mana sense, which seems to be acceptable as long as the touch isn’t too intrusive.

The one approaching us is Obelia, guild master of the Storm Brigade. She stops in front of us; her silver eyes interwoven with mana circuits study me. Her face remains mostly expressionless.

“I felt you examining the array,” she says. “Next time, don’t do that, please. They are sensitive, and you could end up interrupting the process.” After that, the woman departs, heading back to her guild.

“I have goosebumps from the way she moves,” Lily murmurs and I can’t help but agree.

“Okay, fellow colleagues! Time to get ready,” Elydor announces, clapping his hands together.

For tens, even hundreds of years, people have actively avoided the old capital after numerous expeditions full of powerful individuals perished. Yet, this one will be different, that’s what the guild master of Serpent’s Eye claims. The man had been preparing for the expedition for a long time, driven by his greed for the items he could acquire. He was even greedy and confident enough to have us join, so he could have a healer for himself in addition to the items.



His greed and confidence are almost admirable.

“First, I would like to thank Obelia and her Storm Brigade for bringing us here, saving us weeks of monotonous travel and substantial expenses,” Elydor smiles.

He lifts up his hand, displaying a peculiar star-like mana stone, “This is the reason we are here: a record created by a man who served the Champion that once resided in the old capital. The record was made before his death and passed on to his family in hopes it would aid them in the future. The most remarkable part is that the man managed to flee when the old capital fell, surviving the onslaught of the Living Tree,” Elydor points at the colossal leafless tree standing in the distance, overshadowing the city’s remnants.

“After I, with a lot of luck, got this record, it took years to decode. A challenging task, revealing much about the immense skills of a man who served under a Champion.” He reaches into his pocket and tosses another stone towards Obelia, who swiftly catches it. “A copy for our esteemed colleagues, as promised.”

Obelia stares at the stone for a moment and then hands it to the woman next to her who takes out some items and starts examining it.

“Original,” Obelia says shortly to Elydor.

Annoyance flashes through the man’s face, but it disappears as if it never existed, and he smiles. “Sure, dear Obelia,” he then hands the original to one of his men who takes it and moves towards the Storm Brigade, holding it while they observe it

[Mana Harbinger - lvl ??]

As I look at the text over Elydor´s head, I think about how strong he could be. Surely as strong as one of the three warriors from the 3rd floor, but stronger than the last king?

When I look at Obelia, I also check the text over her head.

[Stormshaper - lvl ??]

These two will be the biggest problem and around five more that are close to 170.

Seeing that most of the expedition just sits down with a few keeping watch, I do the same, looking at the city in the distance and the giant tree that towers over it.

“It’s creepy, isn’t it?” Lily plops down next to me and then moves even a bit closer, our shoulders almost touching.

Damn, even here she keeps trying that? It’s silly but I gotta admire the grind.

“Lily.” I hesitate for a moment. Should I say it out loud now? It could mess with her a bit and having a freshly rejected healer could get dangerous.

“Yup, I know, you don’t like me, not the way I like you,” She interrupts me. “But Nat, that doesn’t change anything for me. I will keep trying and will keep trying to sneak to you while staying patient.” Her smile is warm.

“What are you, a stalker?” I ask.

That surprises her and her eyes shake. She opens her mouth and closes it a few times. 

It seems that I have caused critical damage, “Don’t plant death flags and just focus on the expedition, okay?” 

“So how do you even defeat something so giant?” she changes the topic, gesturing at the tree. “I don’t think my skill could hurt it much. It’s just too big.”

“That’s what she said,” one of the twins hears that as he passes by and doesn’t miss the chance. That starts another round of bickering.

Yet even as they do that, I notice the way they carefully watch the people near us, and as they continue to monitor the area, everyone in their own way. Their bodies, even though relaxed, are ready to move, and their eyes are smiling as they joke, but they still feel dangerous, and wild.

And it’s not just the twins and Lily, everyone from the group is like that. Tense, wild, and ready to attack.

Ten of us and Biscuit against forty elite members of two of the five big guilds plus their guild masters and another ten members of Blackrock, a small guild. And one giant tree in the distance. A tree that used to be powerful enough to deal with a Champion but for some reason lost a big part of its strength, judging by its current state.

Oh, and there are plenty of items. These items were owned by a man bearing the title of Champion. Someone like that won’t have low-quality ones, right?

Anyway, I will be taking them.
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Chapter 201 - It’s too easy


                It takes a few more hours for Elydor and Obelia to hash things out. It seems like Elydor used Obelia and her guild to get there, offering them support and promising her a percentage while withholding a lot of information from her, sharing it only now.

He most likely did this out of fear that the information would fall into the wrong hands.

So, Obelia and her guild examine the star-shaped mana stone under the watchful eye of a member from Serpent’s Eye, and then they discuss.

While we wait, I continue to practice trying to etch coordinates into the mana stone. Sophie notices and joins me, sitting by my side and watching the process while giving her opinion on it.

There’s also one woman, apparently named Eve, who keeps eyeing Tess with hateful eyes. When I ask Tess about them, she just tells me not to bother, so I do just that.

“Did you guys try selling mana stones to the system shop?” I ask when Sophie and I take a break.

“Almost as soon as we got some. You need to sell so many of them to barely get some shards that it’s not even worth it,” she examines the mana stone in her hands and hands it back to me after making some suggestions, “We also tried to go into high-end shops, touch expensive items, and try to sell them. It didn’t work; the system didn’t consider us as owners of the item to sell it.”

“How about buying common and uncommon gear and selling it?” I ask.

If we become rich enough, we could buy plenty of them to get some easy shards.

“That did work a bit better. You can buy common gear from the shop for 20 shards, but buying a common sword here and trying to sell it to the system shop would usually get us only around one or two shards. If you buy an item from the system for 20 shards and sell it back, you get 10 shards.” Sophie pauses and glances at a group of two big guilds talking.

She turns back to me, “We have a theory that it’s either the system limiting our ability to exploit it this way, or there are requirements we don’t know about, or the system simply considers us getting these items too easily, so that’s why it’s low.”

“We should try creating our own items; they could be worth more than items already existing on the 4th floor,” I say.

Sophie thinks about it for a moment, “I think you’re right.”

I hand her the mana stone and continue to think. It’s a shame; it would be nice to get some easy shards, but obviously, the system will hold us back. Even the epic items I got from the 3rd floor are worth only 200 shards, while the system sells them for over 4 thousand. There’s still so much to examine.

“Get ready, we will head out!” one of the men from Serpent’s Eye shouts, and immediately the atmosphere changes. Everyone becomes a bit more tense and on guard.

We’ve known about Calamities only for a few days, so I wonder how it is for the natives of these floors who grew up hearing about them, about the people these calamities killed.

Yet, they are still here, a group of humans motivated by greed and willing to risk their lives. Some things don’t change no matter where you are.

We move closer to the city while still keeping a long distance between us. Following a map left on the mana stone, Elydor leads us down the hill and then sideways towards one of the cliffs nearby. Near the bottom of the cliff, we stop.

Multiple members of both large guilds start scanning the area with their senses, and mana to try to detect something.

Out of curiosity, I use my [Perception], but not knowing what to look for makes it even more difficult. Yet, I continue to try and even consolidate my [Focus] to do so.

And then I feel it. A tiny, weak mana signature on the side of the cliff. The signature is extremely faint, but the mana I feel from it is so different from any mana I’ve felt until now, so I detect it.

I cancel my skills and then continue to recreate the signature in my head, examining it. I do so for a few more minutes, and that’s also when a notable member of Serpent’s Eye finds it. The man was the one who laughed the most when Elydor came to visit us so unexpectedly.

“Good job, Varrik,” Elydor smiles proudly, seemingly poking fun at Obelia because his guild member found it first, whatever it is.

We then wait another hour while he approaches that tiny dot of mana signature and places the star-shaped mana stone on it. There seems to be a special method he needs to use, so that’s what takes him a while. When he finally does, only a flash of mana is sent into the area and nothing else changes.

The man then puts his hand on the side of the cliff, and it burrows inside as if there’s no wall at all; the hand just disappears into the stone.

“Okay, good, everyone get combat ready!” On his order, people shed some of their bulkier clothes and even take out their weapons.

Some start strengthening their bodies, others start charging their skills. There are a few with eyes that start shining or tattoos appearing on their skin, charged with mana.

And I don’t know where to look; it’s all too fascinating to observe.

“You, brat, go in first,” Elydor says with a cruel smile, pointing at Min-Jae.

That gets some smirks from some of his men, and Varrik, the one who found the entrance, visibly smiles. Obelia and her guild remain silent. They don’t seem to enjoy the spectacle as much as Serpent’s Eye, yet they do nothing.

Min-Jae, on the other hand, starts to panic a bit and freezes on the spot, unable to respond.

“Are you deaf? Come here and…”

“I will go first,” I interrupt and step closer to the guild master of Serpent’s Eye, the man named Elydor.

He looks surprised for a moment but then just nods, “You’re the one who keeps controlling his mana, aren’t you?” He stops in front of me and places his hand on my shoulder.

“Go on, get in,” he pats my shoulder a few times and then pushes me towards the entrance, “you have one minute to examine what’s there and then get out.”

But I already ignore him and gather mana inside my body. I don’t even glance at Min-Jae to see his expression. I’m sure it would be annoying.

Taking a step, I pass through the stone and immediately form a mana orb filled with thermal energy to illuminate the surrounding area engulfed in total darkness.

It’s a tunnel.

Just a somewhat regular-looking tunnel with surprisingly smooth walls, floor, and ceiling, all made from the same material.

After releasing my mana into the area and receiving no feedback, I send my orb ahead. The tunnel continues for a surprisingly long time, moving straight ahead, and at the end, there’s a twisted staircase leading downwards, also made of the same material as the rest of the tunnel.

I create a few mana projectiles and position them in front of me. I even activate [Mana Domain] and, as a final test, leave an anchor behind, taking a few steps to check for traps.

Finding nothing, I return to where I came from before the minute passes and step back outside.

“Oh, good job, maybe you can be our scout,” Elydor says with a smile, his eyes challenging me to react.

But I just nod, “I’ll do it,” I respond while sinking deeper into [Focus].

When all of us enter the tunnels, I don’t summon my orbs. Instead, others light the area while I keep observing Elydor and his men. 

Could I kill him? Most likely yes. His men and he at once? Also, probably yes, but it would be close. With Obelia and her guild, along with a few dozen more people, my chances are slim, not to mention the risk of them killing someone from group 4. So, if I’m not absolutely sure I can protect them or that we can confront them together without someone getting killed in the crossfire, it’s better to keep myself calm. I can wait for a better opportunity.

Ignoring the looks from Group 4 and making my decision, I start walking first. My mana is constantly cycling through my body, ready to explode at any moment, and my regulator is converting eighty percent of my mana regeneration into strengthening my body.

The expedition continues to walk through the tunnel, our steps echoing. After reaching the stairs, I begin descending, constantly sending my mana ahead.

My mind is sharp, and there’s no hesitation in my steps. As always, during such situations, I’m weirdly calm.

We spend a few minutes on the stairs, and I constantly sense other people sending their senses ahead or all around. They too are checking for traps or anything suspicious.

Yet there’s nothing. The stairs end, and the tunnel changes its direction, this time heading right towards the city and slightly slanted downwards. The material it’s made of remains the same, but this time, the tunnel is a bit wider. It’s tall enough even for a lynthari to walk without bending their head and wide enough for ten people to walk side by side.

The longer we’re in the tunnel, the more I notice things.

[Perception - lvl 35 > Perception - lvl 36]

The walls aren’t just simple stone; there are veins of a strange material embedded and running through them. Every time I try to examine them, I feel my skill being deflected, as if the material is being evasive.

Some sort of camouflage? To hide the tunnel leading under the city? I suspect that they are circuits that used to be filled with mana, creating some sort of effect, perhaps enhancing the tunnel’s ability to conceal itself. But right now, they are nearly empty, with just weak wisps of mana flowing through them.

In almost absolute silence, we walk for several hours, with only the occasional conversation. Nerves are at their peak, and I can sense the ways others change how they use skills over time — they become more careless or increasingly irritated, wasting mana.

Some even start to use their skills more frequently, more nervous than ever.

I, on the other hand, become calmer and calmer, and my steps quieter. The longer we walk, the more I rely on my skills to warn me in case something happens.

But there’s nothing. It’s easy, and when we reach the end of the tunnel, everyone hesitates, a shared sentiment evident on their faces.

It’s too easy.

More mana flows from their bodies as we continue to climb another set of stairs. By the time we reach the door, it feels as though they’re about to explode.

“What the fuck!” one of the men nearly screams, “how is it so…”

“Shut up,” Elydor turns to him, and the man instantly quiets down. No one else dares to speak.

The guild master of Serpents Eye appears calmer than most of them. He approaches the door that has a similar mana signature to the entrance on the side of the cliff.

“This will take a while,” he says, moving past me to address his men.

Biscuit gets in his way, and a short blast of mana sends the corgi flying, even though he tries to defend himself with quickly created purple tentacles. The piece of dried deer meat that Biscuit was excitedly bringing to me falls down and with a whimper, the small corgi lands on the ground.

“Get that fucking creature away from me,” Elydor simply says and turns to his men.

[Focus - lvl 36 > Focus - lvl 37]

Biscuit looks around, stress evident in his eyes, and then he moves toward me, slightly limping. He pushes his head against my leg, and I reach down to pet him.

“Just hold on a bit longer, okay? As I said before, don’t attack them yet,” I whisper so only he can hear and continue to him.

(Hurt.) sounds in my head while he limps a bit. Not knowing what to do, I just continue to pet his small head.

I look up and see Tess holding back Lily, and Hadwin doing the same for others. It seems most difficult for Sophie, who has to physically restrain Isabella from doing something stupid.

My eyes shift slightly towards Elydor, who is talking to Varrik, his strongest man, seemingly indifferent to what just happened. 

One of his men makes a joke, and Elydor laughs briefly before shaking his head. He then returns to showing them the star-shaped mana stone and discussing how to unlock the door.

[Focus - lvl 37 > Focus - lvl 38]

            


Chapter 202 - Underneath the Colossal Shadow
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                I take Biscuit to Lily, who carefully heals him with a glimmer of mana, so others won’t notice it. The process takes much longer than it could but thankfully, the wound isn’t that serious.

(Nat, how can you just let them do this? Let’s just fight them! We can do it easily!) Min-Jae shouts through the twins’ skill.

A few people from two big guilds notice the link in between us, but they don’t seem to care enough to stop us.

(Kim, use your head, okay? There are fifty of them. Even if we could defeat them all, what do you think would happen if we start fighting here, in the tunnels? How many of you do you think would die?) Tess responds to him.

Min-Jae immediately quiets down, and words from the girl he has a crush on probably sting even more.

(Two guild masters over 200, five people over 170, and another twenty or so around 150. Most of us aren’t even at 100. Stay low, and once the expedition is over, we’ll get stronger and have our revenge.) Hadwin supports Tess and also addresses Min-Jae.

His words are logical. We are severely outmatched, and even though we’re treated as fodder, he hopes we’ll survive. Hadwin thinks we can’t handle that many humans with such high levels.

He’s mistaken. 

The entire Serpent’s Eye is already dead, and the Storm Brigade will join them if they make a move. 

I’ll make sure of it.

 







 

It takes a few more hours to open the door. They constantly examine the star-shaped mana stone and even draw some circuit-like symbols on the door with white paint that seems to conduct mana very well.

Elydor is the one who unlocks the door, his mana radiating from his body. He continues to feed it to the symbols, adjusting them constantly. His eyes focused, and he finally takes a step closer and places the mana stone against the door.

They shake slightly, and although nothing appears to change, I sense they’re open, similar to the ones in the hill.

“What do you think, Obelia? Quite good, isn’t it?” With a smile, he turns to the guild master of the Storm Brigade, but the woman doesn’t even bother to reply.

Elydor’s mana stops radiating, and even his residual mana in the air gets pulled back into his body. He turns around, searching. His eyes land on me, and I anticipate his next words, “Get your ass going and scout for us.”

“Sure,” I reply as I rise to my feet.

I cut off the twins’ [Connection] when some of them start complaining uselessly.

It’s hard to understand them properly. Sure, I know why they are angry. Who would be happy to be ordered around like that? To be sent to risk their lives while being looked down upon. Yes, it’s hard to endure, and yes, some of them might feel like their pride is hurt.

But it’s slightly different for me. Elydor is already dead, his men are already dead; I’m just deciding when I will let them know that. I will do it in a way that benefits me the most while being the safest for me and for this silly group 4.

Maybe I will try to pit them against the Calamity to see what it is capable of. Maybe I will let them collect the items we are after and then deal with them.

“You listen really well, don’t you? Maybe I should keep you and help you control the immense mana you’re hiding.” Elydor smirks and whispers as I pass by him. Yet, I ignore his words and pass through the door.

Immediately after entering, I scan the area around me and create a few orbs to light the room. Yet, as before, there’s no danger. I don’t feel any mana; there’s no threat.

The room I’m in is a simple living room, and I’ve just passed through one of its walls. It’s somewhat luxurious, but not excessively so. After all, layers of dust cover everything. In the corner, there’s a broken window with the floor around it wet and rotting; some greenery even grows on it. The rest of the furniture is in a similar state, either dry and breaking or wet and rotting depending on its location in the room.

The wooden floor beneath my feet feels soft, and the walls are pale, having lost their once-vibrant colors.

I send a few strong pulses of mana through the house and only detect a few weak mana signatures. Nothing else. Even as my mana reaches beyond the house, I don’t sense anything. There’s no life; the entire area feels dead.

A minute passes, and I go back through the door into the tunnels where Elydor’s second-in-command welcomes me with a smile.

The man, called Varrik, says, “Good job, newbie!” He taps my shoulder and then, along with a few others, passes through the door, quickly followed by more people.

“I don’t like them,” Izzy complains as she reaches my side, closely followed by Sophie, “They feel ugly.” The little empath then connects to my feelings, and I let her. She stares at me for a while.

“You’re so weird. Everyone else is scared or worried, so why aren’t you?” Isabella whispers.

“You’re not scared either,” I reply.

“That’s because of Sophie’s skill,” she says, and I notice Sophie twitch, a hint of guilt flashing across her face.

“I’m also using a skill. You should know that.” I tell her.

“Yes, but…” she pauses, “it’s not just the skill. You’re just weird.” Isabella shakes her head.

“Come on, move,” one of the men from Serpent’s Eye pushes us, and we also pass through the door, greeted by Obelia and a few of her guild members drawing some circles onto the walls with paint that conducts mana very well.

“I think we’re in the right place. One of the smaller houses near the mansion, just as the plans said.” Obelia says after looking around and sending mana into the area.

Everyone does something similar and tries to scout the area with their skills. Then, a few minutes later a woman moves closer to Obelia and hands her a few small mana stones, “We did a scan and inscribed a map of the area into the stone, guild master.”

“Thanks, Jenna,” Obelia says, then hands a few of the small stones to Elydor, “You can make more copies on your own.”

The room can barely contain that many people and it’s bustling. Mana continues to be sent into the surrounding area, and some men and women even release small animals they have a connection with to scout.

No one leaves the room yet, and a few members of each guild even create some temporary barriers around us.

They all seem efficient and professional. No unnecessary words are spoken, and everyone appears to do what they are accustomed to during such expeditions.

“Guild master,” one of Elydor’s men says, “we didn’t detect any barriers, no traps, no signs of life. We also keep monitoring the Living Tree.”

“Good,” Elydor responds, then turns to the room, “So far, everything has been straightforward, but don’t let your guard down. Remember where we are and act accordingly. We will follow the plan: get into the main house, take everything we can, and we’ll split the loot after we get back to Virelia. We don’t want to stay here too long and alert the Calamity to our presence, so be quick. Use mana to scan the area as little as possible. Do not send your senses towards the tree. Do not move towards it. Do not even look at it.” His last words seem to be mostly directed at the two small guilds that are part of this expedition.

Following his order, his men reduce their mana output slightly, and even the Storm Brigade does so after Obelia instructs them.

This time I’m not sent to scout, and all of us in a big group leave the smaller house. Our steps are quick as we pass by an overgrown, old garden and multiple smaller houses. The atmosphere is tense, and the approaching darkness doesn’t help. While there is still light, we move swiftly, no one wanting to be left alone or separated from the group.

The worst part is seeing the shadows of leafless branches that hang over the entire city. Every once in a while, they emit soft creaking noises as a strong wind blows through them high in the air. The Living Tree’s trunk is still far away, but even from this distance, it’s evident how enormous it is. It’s so vast that it doesn’t fit into my field of view, and I have to look around, yet I still can’t take it all in.

It’s gigantic.

When we enter the main house, there’s a sigh of relief from everyone, but I become a bit nervous. I could have sworn I felt a pulse of mana around the edges of the city but I do not dare try to examine it.

Following the plans, which they likely had from the start, and using shaped mana stones, both big guilds move through the house, going from door to door, while we and Blackrock, another small guild, are left downstairs with a few people keeping watch.

Minutes pass, and occasionally, amidst the tense atmosphere, we can hear surprised shouts and excited talking. 

The main house is in much better condition, with walls made from more durable stone and even glass. Mana circuits are everywhere, powering some peculiar effects, yet they’ve long been devoid of mana. Even the insides of the walls are full of them: the floors, the glass. And the more I examine, the more I am amazed by the amount of work and time it must have taken to create all this.

Maya turns to me, “Why did they even bring us here if we’re only tagging along?”

Hadwin answers instead of me, “It’s simple, we’re fodder tagging along in case something happens. But so far, this is too easy, too easy. We should be ready for anything the moment we get out of the city.” he pauses, “Or maybe we should run for it right now?” 

“They locked the door, and Elydor has the key,” I say, disappointing everyone.

No one wants to try anything, not while we’re so close to a three-question-mark monster. Even the idea of dealing with 50 or so people seems like a much better option.

After what feels like ten more minutes, everyone returns to us. Some of the men and women are nearly laughing with a big smiles on their faces. They are holding weapons, large mana stones, or full boxes. All items are meticulously packed, and at just a simple glance, it’s clear that they’re not commonly found.

Elydor even comes back with two of his men carrying a large chest that seems heavy, even for two high-level men. It seems to be made from weird black wood-like material and there are no locks on it.

Obelia and her guild also seem satisfied, and Obelia herself holds something with a shape reminiscent of a spear, just tightly wrapped in cloth.

It takes a few more minutes for everyone to return, each one laden with as many items as they could carry. The Champion’s house, still brimming with artifacts, seems to lack any strong protection. After hundreds of years, the mana likely no longer powers the defenses or traps.

Our return journey is quick and easy. There are no enemies. There are no surprises. Everything goes smoothly, even as we pass through the hidden passage in the living room back into the tunnels.

When Elydor locks the passage behind us, a few members of the expedition start laughing out loud, congratulating themselves. The atmosphere remains tense, but it’s noticeably more cheerful as we swiftly move through the tunnel beneath the city. Some of them are already planning to return to loot again.

I sense something ahead of us before anyone else does, but I keep it to myself.

We continue to walk for another minute, and then a few of the more perceptive ones catch on as well. The atmosphere shifts immediately. There’s a flurry of harsh words exchanged, and they hasten their pace.

But it doesn’t matter. We reach a part of the tunnel that must be just under the edge of the city, and there, in front of us, stands a barrier made of pale white mana blocking our way.

They don’t want to believe it at first, so they keep sending their mana to examine it, but it’s futile. Just like me, they realize a spherical barrier envelops the entire city. Something only one entity in the area could accomplish.

We’ve been trapped by one of the four Calamities: the Living Tree.

Just then, a new side quest pops up.

Side quest:Survive.

            


Chapter 203 - Not yet


                I check the side quest and its reward.

Side quest: Survive

Reward:500 shards

Seeing how high the reward is, this is dangerous. Yet, it still feels low, aren’t we against the Calamity?

“No, no, no, no,” Elydor mumbles under his breath while he examines the barrier. With his class, Mana Harbinger, he’s probably already realized how strong the barrier is.

“Varrik, go and keep watch. Take Samuel and Otto,” he quickly calms down and orders his men, “Evir and Zen, get your asses over here and take a look at this with me.” 

Everyone else is pushed away from the barrier, and in the darkness of the smooth-walled tunnel lit by a few skills, they start examining the barrier. At the same time, a few more people from Storm Brigade also disappear to where we came from, towards the passage to the Champion´s house, to keep watch.

There is a hint of panic on everyone’s faces as they move around, trying to find a way to pass through the barrier.

(Try to stay calm and be ready for anything,) I say through the link the twins set up for us, and while looking around, I notice Obelia staring at me.

It’s not the first time that has happened. Ever since she felt me examining the circle that teleported us here, she keeps glancing at me once in a while. Once, she even asked one of her guild members to examine me, and I felt a thin, almost impossible-to-notice thread of mana reaching me. After I noticed it and destroyed it, they didn’t try again.

She reacts to me catching her gaze by nodding shortly, as if in some sort of greeting, and I return the gesture. Obelia then turns back to her guild. Her face is still calm, and her eyes covered in circuits continue to look at the pale white barrier created by the Living Tree.

“This doesn’t seem that good,” Tess whispers next to me, not using the twins’ link probably because she doesn’t want them to hear.

“After a few days, they will find out that they can’t pass through the barrier, so they will most likely want to get back into the city and try to find a different way,” I answer back in a whisper.

“But the tree already seems to know about us, so the ones that exit the tunnels would most likely end up dead. Even though I still don’t know why the tree is not attacking us inside of the tunnels,” she says back.

“Yes, they will send us out first, and Tess, we are not strong enough to face the tree. Not right now, not without more preparation,” I tell her.

Tess just nods solemnly, “We will have to fight if they try to push us out.” There is a determination on her face.

“Oh, and Tess,” I move closer and whisper even quieter, “We already are under the attack of the tree.”

Her eyes widen, and she leans her face closer to me. “Nat, what is happening?” There is urgency in her voice.

“The moment we reached the barrier, the tree started attacking us. It’s some sort of hard-to-detect attack that uses really small amounts of mana. It’s almost unnoticeable.” I tell her.

I feel in the air tiny particles of mana that try to reach our bodies, touch them, enter them, and then do something to them. I’m not at the point where I’ve found out what they do, but there’s no way I would allow them to touch us.

“So Tess, I’m dealing with it and also protecting our group, but it’s difficult. Tell the others to group a bit more and move somewhere to the side, a bit further away from the barrier,” I say.

At that moment, my skills level up.

[Perception - lvl 36 > Perception - lvl 37]

[Mana Domain - lvl 2 > Mana Domain - lvl 3]

To defend against that attack, I’m using my domain to create a field around myself, and it expands enough to cover members of our group. Then, while using [Perception], I locate particles of mana and then destroy them with my own mana, which is easier to manipulate within [Mana Domain].

It’s hard to do, so it takes quite a bit of my attention, and sometimes some particles slip by me, and I have to use [Resonance] to destroy them. 

I tried just running a disruptive field, but it didn’t work that well. It’s almost as if the Tree’s particles are hard to hit without locating them first. The attack of the Calamity is not that strong; it’s just hardly noticeable, slow, and constant. To be honest, I’m not sure how long I can keep it up.

Because most of their attention is on the barrier, almost no one noticed it, well, except Obelia. The woman noticed my usage of my skills, and after talking with a few more of her guildmates, they also found out what was happening and then urgently started doing something similar to what I do.

They didn’t bother telling Elydor, but they were a bit less careful than me, so Elydor noticed them using mana and then examined the air. A series of curses that escaped his mouth were quickly followed by him starting to radiate a lot of his mana that started to push all the particles away. 

Where I tried to use as little mana as possible, he just uses constant pressure that creates a field in a larger area, and a few of his men do something similar.

Yet, some smaller particles continue to pass by. Something I did notice while trying to use [Resonance], but they did not.

(Aaron, connect me to Obelia,) I say through the link, and soon he does so.

The guild master of Storm Brigade accepts the link he creates, curiosity getting the better of her.

(Not enough,) I say through the link and then disconnect.

For the first time, a hint of surprise appears on her face, and hurriedly she starts examining the air around her guild members.

That much should be enough.

 







 

Half a day passes, and they are still at it. The symbols are continuously drawn around the barrier and filled with mana. Items are used, even some they just took from the Champion’s manor.

They even attack the barrier with dozens of different attacks. Yet there is no change at all.

Min-Jae says that the tunnel is a few miles long, so there should be enough air for months for us. We also have plenty of food, so no one panics thus far, nor throws around ideas of leaving the tunnels.

The attack we are under is well known already, and they continue to have a few people to deal with it. At some point, Elydor created some item out of an expensive-looking mana stone, and it’s enough for his men just to infuse it with mana, and it creates a field that pushes away the invisible mana particles of the Calamity.

They also noticed that just a simple push was not enough so there are a few more men and women from both of the big guilds who keep switching places and continue to push away the particles using a lot of mana. They do it successfully, but it takes a toll on them.

(Asshole?) Biscuit asks me in my head.

I reach out and pet him, (Not yet.)

 







 

Two more days pass. And for some, it’s getting harder and harder. The ever-present silence and darkness of the tunnels, the constant attack from the Living Tree, and the barrier blocking us are enough to put most of the people on edge, and even some members of group 4 become a bit touchy.

The twins become quieter. Isabella starts spending more and more time near me, connecting to my emotions. She says that it’s hard to handle feeling the constant nervousness of others, even though Sophie’s skill blocks some of Isabella’s fear.

She also says that I am weird as I continue to play with the mana stone in my hands while observing their attempts to break the barrier.

I gulp down the piece of dried meat and just shrug my shoulders.

 







 

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 39 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 40]

[Mana Domain - lvl 3 > Mana Domain - lvl 4]

Three more days passed, and the first of my skills reached level forty. I made significant progress while trying to inscribe circuits into the mana stone.

Sophie, wanting to take her mind off what’s happening, also starts helping me, especially now that Isabella almost constantly stays by my side.

Lily offered for me to try using her [Disintegration] on the barrier, but I just told her to wait. Even though her skill is terrifying I don’t think she has enough mana to destroy it or create a passage. Not without sacrificing most of her body to do so.

Tess is trying hard to keep the group from becoming too… unbalanced, and it seems to be getting harder.

After one unsuccessful attempt to destroy the barrier, Elydor notices me sitting there, examining the mana stone. Angry and frustrated, he sends a pulse of mana at me, destroying the stone in my hands and throwing me against the wall.

I apologize and then watch as even Obelia tries to calm him down.

In the end, he lets me go, and I pull out another mana stone and continue what I was doing again. This time a bit more carefully and attempting to hide the stone.

Some members of group 4 give me worried glances that I didn’t understand, especially now that I constantly keep [Focus] running and actively blocking certain emotions.

 







 

POV Sophie Martinez

He is becoming quieter and quieter. He wasn’t that talkative before, but now he rarely says anything.

A week has already passed. A week in these terrible, always-dark tunnels, and everyone is growing tired from the constant worry and the ever-present darkness. Yet he continues to sit there, lit by a few orbs floating nearby, his eyes glowing as he continues to examine the barrier of the Living Tree, attempts to break it, and the mana stone that he has now hidden in the sleeve of his shirt.

It’s amazing how much progress we made in the past few days, something that would surely have taken us much longer outside. The inscription he works on is way beyond me, but even that is enough to help me to improve my skills, just from observing.

But I worry. I worry for Isabella, who tries to act brave, but I feel she’s trying to only focus on his feelings and not even touching mine. I can’t imagine how terrible it must be for her, feeling the emotions of everyone. So she clings to him as if he is her raft in a stormy sea.

Nathaniel doesn’t seem to mind it that much, and once again I’m amazed by the will he possesses, the determination he shows, and the sheer strength of his mind.

He is constantly maintaining a field around us, around the entire group 4, and unlike other members of the expedition, his field uses much less mana. It’s more accurate, yet it must also take a much greater toll on him. Nathaniel keeps it up for days, and I don’t remember if he has slept since this all began. He waits, and I don’t know what for. And that’s what scares me the most.

Something will happen, something terrible. He knows it, and he is expecting it.

When Tess asks him about it, he always tells her not to worry and not to distract him as he continues to keep his field running. I tried to help, but I wasn’t able to do it for too long, a few minutes at most at a similar level to his. The particles are too hard to locate and too difficult to influence, even though my skill is able to do so. So I continue trying and improving.

Again and again. I push myself even further, seeing Isabella hugging Nathaniel with closed eyes.

I clench my teeth and try as hard as I can.

It takes a while, but the field I create allows me to see these particles as well and try to destroy them. Once again I realize how difficult it is. And he’s working on inscribing a mana stone while doing this?

A few more days pass and screams wake me up. 

Quickly, while summoning my mana, I get to my feet and turn towards where the screams are coming from, after locating Izzy who still clings to Nathaniel. He also looks towards the source of the screams.

And there, on the ground, one of the members of Serpent’s Eye continues to twitch, scream, and groan in pain, scratching his chest and body while tearing his clothes.

With horrified looks in their eyes, his guild members continue to watch, and it takes me a while to see what they have noticed.

There are things, small green things, all over the man’s body.

It takes me a bit longer to realize that they are leaves. Green leaves a normal tree would have.

And right now, those leaves are growing from under the man’s skin.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    

 

Don’t


[image: ]



 



                



Chapter 204 - Unforgiving rage


                For a few minutes, I watch a man screaming and flailing on the ground. It’s one of the men that came with Elydor to our house. A man with long black hair, pale skin, and an annoying laugh.

After a while, I get bored, and since they stopped trying to get through the barrier, I go back to working on inscribing the mana stone.

That’s nearly all I’ve done in the past two weeks; I carefully observe them trying to get through the barrier, and I’m learning a lot. I’m not sure I would be able to get through it, not even with [Resonance], so watching them work while also examining it on my own helps a lot. Well, maybe I could get through, but I’d have to leave the others behind.

And I don’t want that.

The inscription I’m working on might help me create a passage through the barrier.

I sigh when the man starts screaming again and take a look towards where he is. Currently, branches are poking through his skin, and on these branches, more leaves grow. Blood is everywhere; his bones are breaking, and his screams become hoarse.

His guild is trying everything they can, yet nothing helps. No matter how many leaves or branches they remove, new ones grow. They can’t even stop it with their skills.

At some point, Elydor sends one man to Lily, and they grab her hand, pulling her towards the man and screaming something at her.

The petite black-haired girl glances at me a few times and then tries something as well, yet even her healing is not helping and only seems to prolong the man’s suffering.

In the end, Elydor clenches his teeth and a sharp blast of mana blows off the man’s head, the screams finally stopping.

As if not held back anymore, more and more branches poke through the dead man’s body, covering nearly the entirety of it, and beautifully vibrant green leaves appear, most of them covered in blood.

Tess pushes everyone from group 4 away and approaches me alone. She squats in front of me, her eyes more serious than ever.

“Nathaniel,” her tone is serious, “I need to know what’s happening. I need to know what’s wrong with you and how the hell you don’t care at all when they pull Lily around like that. Or when they hit Biscuit, punched Hadwin, or…” she shakes her head, “You haven’t been acting like yourself.”

“Tess, as I said, I’m busy,” I continue to examine her face. Her words also made me feel a hint of curiosity. Am I really that different? “I have my [Focus] constantly blocking my emotions so I can maintain the domain, and keep you guys from ending up like him,” I nod at the man, well, a bunch of flesh, bones, and skin intertwined with branches and leaves.

“Nat, we can fight, we will deal with them all, and then we can get out of here on our own,” she leans closer and whispers.

It seems like two weeks down there have even affected Tess; her eyes are wild like an animal pushed into a corner and ready to bite.

I shake my head, “We won’t be able to, Tess. The moment we leave the tunnels and return to the city, the Living Tree will destroy us; I’m sure of that. The tunnels seem to block its influence to some extent. As for the barrier, I need to observe them a bit longer. Just a little bit longer, and I will be able to get us out.”

When I open my mouth to continue, I feel blood on my lips, and when I reach out to wipe it, I realize that it’s blood from my nose. It’s not the first time this has happened, but I didn’t want Tess to see it.

“Should I call Lily? They already know she’s a healer so…” Tess offers.

“It’s fine; there is no wound. It’s just that there are more and more particles in the air, and it’s getting more difficult,” I say.

In response to that, Tess’s face becomes even more worried.

Before she can say anything, I ask her, “Tess, do you trust me?”

Without any hesitation, she nods, and for a long moment, I just look at her. She’s not lying. There’s only full and honest trust shown in her expression.

I wonder how I earned that.

“Give this stone to Sophie; she can work on our project on her own if she gets bored. I think I won’t be able to do it right now.” I try to lower [Focus] to examine my feelings, but only deep, red-hot rage surfaces, so I slide back into the cold, calm embrace of the skill.

I check the latest notifications.

[Mana Domain - lvl 5 > Mana Domain - lvl 6]

[Perception - lvl 37 > Perception - lvl 38]

[Resonance - lvl 24 > Resonance - lvl 25]

Then I go back to observing the men and women trying to get through the barrier. I do it carefully, only perceiving mana. Once in a while, they notice my mana observing them, but I quickly cancel the skill, and they, unwilling to be distracted, continue.

I’m learning a lot from them, and I especially like the technique where they create mana circuits by drawing on the barrier with paint that conducts mana so well. Thanks to that, I keep getting better and better at inscribing patterns into my mana stones.

But to be honest, I’m quite disappointed. Even though the people working on the barrier are over level 170 and have much more experience than my barely half a year in the tutorial, they don’t seem that good?

Or maybe they are. I don’t know. They all feel soft, easily distracted, and prone to panic. They lack hunger and determination, and they rely too much on the skills themselves.

They’re missing something that’s hard for me to describe.

Now they’re even drawing circuits on the ground to strengthen their repelling force of mana to fight against particles, and that’s where I see them panic the most. The way they twitch every time something itches them or their clothes rub against their bodies. The fear with which they keep looking around and the amount of mana they spend to fight against the attack of the Living Tree.

It’s almost funny.

One day passes, and we are already close to exhausting all the food and water we brought with us. Unfortunately, the man who died did have a skill that supplied us with water until now. I wonder if it’s a coincidence.

Even though Group 4 is huddled around me to make me deal with as small a domain as possible, Lily comes to talk to me, not caring that others can hear. In her voice, I can hear how worried she is, and with my own eyes, I can see it in others. I have a suspicion that it might be something I wouldn’t like that much usually, but I’m currently using [Focus] to block nearly all emotions.

It’s a weird feeling; I’m surprisingly logical, but even then there’s a hint of dislike bleeding through. It’s something that Maya told me some time ago. It’s as if the skill is changing my personality. 

I don’t mind it lowering some emotions like fear, anxiety, or anger a bit, but this might be too much. Well, it’s not like I have much choice.

Lily continues to talk to me, she also touches me and sends her warm mana through my body in an attempt to heal, but there isn’t much she can do with the strain I put on myself. Not at her current level.

I listen to her, I feed Biscuit some food from my portion, and again continue to work on my idea, inscribing a difficult set of circuits into the largest mana stone I have. I do it even though it makes it more difficult to stop the Living Tree´s particles.

Another day passes and a woman dies in the same way the first man did. It starts with her arm and after they cut it off in an attempt to stop it, leaves start growing through the skin on her neck. Once again it’s someone from Elydor’s guild and while cursing, he kills her, this time earlier than the man before.

I notice that he starts to look toward where the door to the mansion in the city is. I know that his decision is close.

He notices me watching him and when our eyes meet, he is calm. Unlike before when he acted like a B-rate villain, he is now focused in the face of danger. It’s not a skill, no, it’s just the strength of his will. You don’t become one of the most powerful men in a city like Virelia without being skilled.

Yet, he is still an asshole and soon his men come to our group, taking all the food and water away from us and pushing us further from the main group and into the darkness of the tunnel.

Elydor’s eyes are suspicious as he watches us, most likely wondering why we didn’t die the same way his guild members did.

 







 

Three more days pass and all at once, four men from the small guild Blackrock die in the same gruesome manner.

Elydor and his men conduct some experiments now that they are not from their guild. They cut off limbs, they burn leaves, they try to dissect them while they are alive and branches grow from them. They even draw some glowing symbols on them and test some items.

One of Elydor’s men tries some shadow skill, and Elydor himself sends his mana into the body of one of the men to fight against the process, but that only accelerates it.

And then, when all the men are dead and he stares down at their bodies, it seems to be enough.

“We will try to get through the city,” he says to the deafening silence that ensues.

His voice is sharp and his face is determined. Mana moves around his body domineeringly, and he now seems taller and stronger.

“Fodder will go first and buy us some time, and then we will run for it, everyone on their own. The ones that make it will meet outside the city,” he says, ignoring the fact that the barrier is most likely around the entirety of the city.

He is desperate and wants to try it while he still has some strength left. The most surprising thing to me is that he doesn’t even suggest attacking the Calamity, clearly showing how terrifying the tree monster is.

Well, the waiting is finally over.

After a long time, I stand up with a sigh of relief. I have learned all I could and I do not need them anymore. 

I throw the mana stone I was working on at Sophie and she grabs it, giving me a short nod. She immediately sends her mana inside, keeping the field that protects us from the Living Tree stable over a considerable part of the tunnel.

That much is enough.

After close to 20 days, I reach out and start weakening the hold over my emotions that [Focus] has.

 







 

POV Maya Jones

Out of nowhere, the silence becomes even more deafening. It’s so quiet I can swear I hear my blood moving through my veins. Then the air becomes colder and every movement I make is like I’m moving through molasses.

And only then, a loud thump sounds, followed by another. As if a heartbeat continues to echo in the tunnel.

Nathaniel stands up, his face pale, bags under his eyes, messy hair, and even a visible hint of some weight loss. But he doesn’t move slowly, and I don’t feel any weakness from him; he stands up confidently, each movement sharp and strong.

Then mana starts radiating from his body. It slowly ramps up as if it’s a generator creating more and more of it, and it continues to flow into the tunnel, almost feeling like waves hitting and reflecting from it.

“Oh, so you did hide a little bit of mana,” Elydor smiles, immediately noticing it, his tone almost as if delighted by the challenge.

But it doesn’t stop there; even more and more mana continues to radiate from Nathaniel to the point where the smile slowly disappears from Elydor’s face, replaced by sheer surprise and then a hint of fear.

“Get into formation 5, we are against an Amplificator. Estimated level a bit under 200,” he hisses quickly at his men, his mana also activating.

On the other side, Nathaniel just lazily takes a step away from us and towards them, keeping Group 4 behind his back.

“You with them?” Nathaniel asks shortly towards the woman called Obelia, guild master of Storm Brigade.

To Elydor’s cursing, Obelia shakes her head and only takes a step back, creating a barrier around her guild members that they continue to strengthen.

And then Nathaniel’s expression changes. The distant face he had up until now disappears as he deactivates the skill both he and I share. For the first time since we ended up trapped in the tunnels, his eyes become different. They are not so uncaring and distant anymore.

Like a burning fire, hate appears in them. A terrible, unforgiving rage.

At the same moment, his mana changes, it stops freely flowing and freezes in the air, dominated by his will.

“Change of assessment, level over 200, at least a rare-grade Primary class,” Elydor shouts, and his mana rushes and clashes against Nathaniel’s.
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The next chapter is 3,400 words long. I hope you enjoyed the build-up.
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Chapter 205 - Sheer force of Mana


                POV Sophie Martinez

Immediately after Nathaniel begins releasing his mana, members of a small guild called Blackrock, along with a few individuals from Serpent’s Eye who were nearby, attack us.



Tess runs in front of me and hits the man who is about to attack Hadwin from behind, while lightning crackles around her body, burning the attacking man. Her javelins spin around her, moving as if they have minds of their own, stabbing at anyone who attacks us.

Maya’s armor darkens, and she is thrown back by an explosion nearby. She is bleeding and her eye seems hurt, but her armor darkens even more, and I can see the wound healing at a visible speed. Moving faster and with a calm look on her face, she attacks a woman who has flames around her body.

The twins move even faster than Maya, constantly attacking a single target while confusing him with illusions of other people. The illusions seem so realistic, it’s hard to determine what’s real and what’s not.

Hadwin continues to take attacks from people, none of them able to pierce his skin or even draw blood. Hadwin is thrown back occasionally, but he always stands up quickly and slashes with a sword he got from Nathaniel, each attack breaking barriers and piercing armor.

Kim maneuvers dozens of orbs made from silver metal around him, and seizing the opportunity, he shoots them at people trying to kill us. The orbs are boosted to an insane degree, barely a blur, and they deform or pierce the armors of anyone he attacks. Often, he also targets an opponent or two, and when he does, their movement slows down.

One of Elydor´s men performs something similar to teleportation and appears behind Lily, slicing into her neck and almost separating her head from her body. Just before we react, a few of Lily’s fingers disappear and the wound heals nearly instantaneously. The man tries to vanish, but she’s already holding his hand. Lily uses her terrifying skill, and with one pulse of grayish mana, the man disappears, gear and all.

My eyes meet Lily’s. I shudder and avoid her gaze.

Someone shoots ice-like spikes at me, and I don’t react as Izzy creates bright blue flames that swirl around us. They melt and burn everything in their path, while our group doesn’t feel any heat. The man who attacked me gets surrounded by them, and his body burns and is set ablaze, even though he constantly tries to fight against them with his barriers made of ice.

I continue to maintain the barrier that blocks the particles of the Living Tree. Only when I notice one of the women creating a strong attack do I reach into her mind. At first, she reacts with extreme surprise, as like many, she’s unaware of mind manipulation, but she quickly defends herself, pushing against me. I don’t stop there though; I attack more aggressively and burrow deeper, destroying her mental defense and taking over her mind while the woman screams in pain. 

Then I send a simple order.

The woman’s expression changes and becomes calm, with only the fear in her eyes revealing her true feelings. The woman starts pumping all her mana into a single attack, ignoring the strain it places on her body and mind. She bleeds from her eyes, nose, and ears, but she disregards it all under my [Manipulation]. When she’s done, she turns around and releases the attack against her guild, torn apart in the subsequent explosion.

Blood and flesh cover the walls of the tunnel.

Another man approaches, clad in armor similar to Maya’s, and attacks Izzy, only to be grabbed by the ankle with purple mana arms. These aren’t translucent as before; they’re a solid, dark purple color and seem to be affecting the man’s armor, dissipating, disrupting, or dissolving it. A dozen more arms appear from Biscuit’s back and surround the man’s body, angrily tearing off pieces of the armor and dissolving the rest. Then, as the man screams, the mana arms tear off his head.

Biscuit looks around, and I notice his eyes glowing a purple hue. He shouts something at another enemy, using his telepathy differently — this time as an attack. The man screams in pain, clutching his head.

And then I feel that mana. 

It’s as if a monster is waking up from deep slumber. The domineering mana fills the tunnels, and it continues to do so. An immense, insane amount of mana that makes it feel as if it’s hard to breathe or move through.

Dealing with the last member of Blackrock, whom Tess kills with a burst of lightning, we all turn to the source of all of that.

It’s him.

Nathaniel stands there in the center of all of that, releasing all this mana without any worry in the world and blocking ranged attacks that are thrown at him. His face has a bright smile on it, instead of the distant expression he’s shown in the past week.

Others probably can’t feel it, but I can with my [Manipulation]. The area around Nathaniel feels as if it’s his, the area within which he moves all this mana. There’s no efficiency, there’s no delicate control, and he doesn’t even use it to feed his skills.

It’s just a sheer amount of raw mana that he controls and moves. The mana is so dense it’s possible to see it without any skills.

 



 

My mana continues to move through my body, cycling as I wish. [Focus] changes and this time it only helps me deal with my skills. My emotions come to the surface, filling me with anger I haven’t felt in a long time.

Every expression, every movement, every word Elydor says fills me with disgust as his mana rushes towards me, threatening and raging. He moves it in sharp wisp-like constructs that continue to slash against the walls, yet not damaging them at all; the tunnel is incredibly durable.

[Mana Domain] encompasses the entire tunnel and not waiting for Elydor’s attack to reach me, I take a step towards him. A disrupting wave is sent ahead, canceling his attack and a few attacks from his guild members.

At the same time, I hear Group 4 finishing their fight against the members of Blackrock who stayed near them and a few members of Serpent´s Eye who joined the fight.

I feel movement in my shadow and a woman steps out of it, a short dagger glowing in red light, as she moves incredibly fast towards my neck. At the same moment, I feel pressure on me, some sort of gravity magic.

[Redistribution] slows the woman’s attack to a crawl as I absorb the energy of her movement. She tries to escape into my shadow again, but I disrupt the activation of her skill.

They throw more attacks against me, yet I quickly create a barrier that is stronger than ever before. Even then, a few cracks start appearing on it as I turn towards the woman, now blocked from the view of the rest of her guild.

In front of her, I create an orb. Not caring about efficiency, I use [Mana Infusion] to fill it with mana, then push more with [Redistribution], the orb turning into a tricolored one: blue, light blue, and purple mana swirling inside it.

“I remember you. You’re the one who laughed when he came to our house,” I say.

She doesn’t answer.

Oh, obviously, she can’t; I’m holding her movement with [Redistribution].

I laugh shortly, “Sorry, I didn’t realize,” I apologize to her. Then, strengthening my body and holding the tricolored orb in my hand, I bury it into her chest, blood, and gore exploding on me. But I do not care and leave the orb shining brightly in her chest.

Still unmoving, blood flows from her mouth and her eyes start losing light. I lean closer, “Why aren’t you laughing now?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer and dies, right after my barrier breaks under the attacks of her guild. 

I grab and throw her body against her guild mates.

For a moment, they hesitate and do not attack or block. Only a bit later does Elydor realize what’s happening, “Barrier!” he shouts, his mana rushing back to him, creating a sphere around his guild, and over it, multiple additional layers are formed.

Before the orb inside the woman’s body explodes, I send a few javelins, boosted and filled with kinetic energy, toward the barrier, destroying several layers of it. Then, I expand my domain to reach even behind them and start working on an Anchor.

The orb explodes, tearing the woman´s body apart and sending a shockwave through the tunnel.

I absorb all the heat around me into stored thermal energy. It puts pressure on me, but I force myself to do so. Surprisingly, they even weakened the explosion a bit, and when their barriers break down, no one is dead. There is not even an implosion.

Before they attack again, I activate the [Tether] I placed behind them through my Domain. I appear on their flank, and before they realize it, I grab a man by his neck. Immediately I recognize him as one of the men who laughed when Elydor kicked Biscuit.



I smile at his terrified expression and while disrupting his mana I squeeze and pull off a big chunk of his neck. His heart continues to pump the blood that spurts on me as I kick him towards his guild mates.

[You have defeated Flame Ascendant - lvl 162]

I sense something and strengthen my body, and the invisible slash that would have killed me only sends me against the wall. Before I hit it, I absorb my own movement and stop in place, dodging another attack and attack with vibrating kinetic energy while a high-frequency pitch rings in my ears. The man staggers backward with a big hole in his chest. I can even look through it before he falls to the ground.

Remembering him as one of the assholes I send another blast of kinetic energy at his corpse, exploding it in its entirety, covering the walls in blood and tiny pieces of what used to be the man.

[You have defeated Terra Guardian - lvl 171]

My javelin pierces through the chest of one of the men attacking me, expanding afterward, tearing his body into two pieces that fall down.

I burn his face with dark yellow flames until he stops screaming.



[You have defeated Shadow Weaver - lvl 159]

They launch more attacks at me. A weird smoke that burns my skin, and I cancel it with [Resonance]. Mana whips and projectiles that Elydor uses to attack while blocking my own with his quick and powerful barrier. He holds the sword in his hand, the sword with a blade made out of translucent white crystal that is slowly changing its color to pale blue.



The entire time Elydor also pressures and fights against my [Mana Domain] and continues to destroy my anchors, not allowing me to use [Tether] again.

Two warriors charge at me; their movement is slowed by [Redistribution], yet not enough. Supporting them, a man keeps shooting arrows at me, each a deadly projectile glowing brightly.

But I do not hesitate and fires appear around me, slowly healing my body and preventing the warriors from moving much closer. I redirect the arrows with the barriers that I continuously create.

My heart continues to thump, and I release more and more mana into the area.

I disrupt the gravity skill trying to slow me down. A burst of kinetic energy throws one warrior away, and a laser-like flame continuously fed by the thermal energy my heart generates blazes toward him. More and more, even when a barrier appears around him to protect the man. I disrupt them, and while screaming, the warrior is set ablaze.

Still able to fight he moves towards me while burning, an incredible amount of stats in physical attributes keep him alive.

I step towards him, creating a sword in my hand to kill him. Then I sense something through my [Perception]. A few more members of Serpent’s Eye are moving towards my group.

My regulator changes its settings, and all my mana gets redistributed into physical stats.

With a swing of my fist, I hit the head of the burning man, exploding it like a watermelon and then I release all the kinetic energy I have to push myself towards where the men are going.

I disrupt the slowing gravity skill, hit a few mana wisps away with my bare hands, and kick a woman with a shield who steps in my way. One of Elydor’s projectiles burrows into my side, destroying a few barriers I have created, but I ignore it.

Within a second, I reach the first group and extend my hand towards one of them. 

Varrik was his name? Elydor’s right hand.

I place my hand on his shoulder and then fight against an attack that tries to disrupt my mana, his skin covered in some barrier that tries to do so. A giggle escapes my mouth at his attempt and I squeeze harder, breaking his shoulder and making others in front of him turn around. 

I disrupt his barrier with one short pulse of disrupting mana and then send a strong burst of kinetic energy through his body, and watch as it swells, expands, andexplodesin a shower of flesh and blood that hits me and his friends.

[You have defeated Crimson Bloodtracker - lvl 172]

Attacks enter my domain, and I create barriers behind my back while boosting my body even further and moving ahead.

The man that charged at group 4 dodges my attack, and his fist hits my chest with force strong enough to explode my body if I hadn’t strengthened it. Tattoos start glowing on his body, and his movement speeds up, with multiple more attacks landing while two more men get behind my back and the remaining woman sends a lightning attack at me.

Barriers behind me break, and this time Elydor stops hiding and charges as well, sending waves of mana towards me and creating pressure that makes it hard to move mana outside of my body. The sword in his hand glows brighter and Elydor moves much faster than before.

[Focus] allows me to see every detail, and mana glows beautifully in a black-and-white world.

This is too easy.

The world is as if slowed down, and I take a deep breath in and out. Then, fueled by the anger that still keeps burning inside of me, I reach towards my Mana Reservoir, which is three times the size of my entire mana, and use it for the first time.

A few mana arms form within my [Mana Domain] and grab the men and women closest to me. With just a simple thought I control my mana and the arms tear them apart. Limb by limb and I throw them at Elydor, amused by his expression.

Multiple attacks are shot at me, but barriers and shields form immediately out of my mana within the domain. The barriers break but are quickly replaced as I disregard mana expenditure.

Right now my mana feels truly bottomless.

Elydor creates orbs that explode, dissipating large amounts of that mana within my domain. A terrifying attack follows, piercing through multiple barriers and throwing me against the wall.

A man rushes at me, bright blue tattoos glowing on his body. It’s almost cute. 

Quickly I form ten javelins around me and throw them at the man. He dodges three of them, the fourth hits him and throws him to the side and somehow, he destroys the rest of the javelins.

I form twenty more of them, each of them of a darker shade of blue than the ones before. By the twelfth one, the man gets pierced by it, the remaining javelins arriving and obliterating his body.

A short silence ensues and then a loud thump sounds.

Five members of Elydor’s guild encircle me. Elydor as well and he holds a sword that has a beautiful blade seemingly made of transparent crystal. He does something, and all the mana around me gets pulled towards the blade, which starts turning blue to a darker shade of blue and emitting a pale blue light.

I block a few attacks and start actively sending mana toward Elydor and observing the sword in his hand. Such a nice weapon.

Two women attack me from behind, their bodies covered in some sort of armor made of mana. I just release more mana and form four bigger mana arms that grab them and pull until they are torn in half.

Again, I throw their bodies at Elydor. 

He shouts something and I can see tears appearing in his eyes. Yet he still notices the tricolored orb inside one of the bodies and screams with rage, ordering a barrier to be created while moving at a speed that seems too high for someone with as many stats invested in mana.

An explosion follows, accompanied by heat, but there is no implosion, once again canceled by Elydor.

A few more of his guild members die in the attack, unable to defend against it on their own.

What a letdown.

Elydor starts pulling out and using multiple mana stones, an amulet, and some other equipment, but he doesn’t feel threatening anymore. His attacks are strong, yet they feel desperate, and seeing fear in his face is satisfying, yet disappointing.

I expected more from them.

The following fight takes barely over a minute. I don’t even have to carefully use my skills, I just radiate as much mana as I need and my attacks are simple enough to be called primitive. Just simple mana shaping. There is nothing they can do, unable to deal with my vast amount of mana. Their barriers are torn apart by massive mana arms. Attacks are blocked with barriers. 

It’s not pretty and it’s not efficient. There is no fight of wits, no exchange of skills. It’s just the sheer force of my mana.



In the end, four big mana arms appear, tearing away every limb of the Serpent’s Eye guild master while I ignore his attempts to continue to dodge or defend himself. The man screams, twitches, and tries to attack even in such a state, but to no avail. I let kinetic energy flow from my body and explode his limbs on the ground, reducing them to nothingness.

Then I throw Elydor towards Biscuit.

(Asshole!) a single word resounds, but this time it feels different than usual.

Purple mana tentacles appear around the corgi, dozens of them, and they grab the man, completely enveloping him. It takes a long time but at the end, the screaming stops and Elydor´s mana signature disappears.

I feel mana from Obelia and her guild and with a push from my kinetic energy, I move in front of them. Stopping at the spot in front of their barrier by absorbing my inertia.

Obelia and her guild. The Storm Brigade didn’t join the fight at all, yet now I feel them preparing their mana, ready for anything. It doesn’t feel threatening; it’s more like saying: if you attack, we will fight.

I don’t like it.

While staring down at them I start releasing more of my mana, taking more from my Mana Reservoir and using it to pressure them. There’s no hesitation in what I am doing, and I’m ready to fight them. To fight and win.

The pressure continues to increase on both sides, like two wild animals facing off and growling at each other.

Obelia says something, and reluctantly, slowly, her guild members, and then she herself, pull back their mana, deactivate their skills, and abandon their combat-ready stances.

Only then do I feel satisfied. I send one more strong pulse of mana through the tunnels and stop using my mana. 

I pull all my mana back to my body, copying something I saw Elydor do, and soon it all disappears as if it never existed.

A long sigh escapes my mouth, and I feel my face revert to its usual expression. 

I turn back to group 4 and my domain reaches them again, once again countering the attack of the Living Tree.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Did you enjoy the chapter? I hope you did. I had a blast writing it, and the patrons also seemed to like it. It’s the longest one yet, 3,400 words instead of the usual 2,200, to make it read better and to avoid ending on a cliffhanger.

Don’t misunderstand though, I love ending chapters on a cliff (and watch you suffer), but there are exciting cliffhangers and annoying ones, and I’m trying to avoid the second type.
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Have a nice weekend!
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Chapter 206 - Out of the tunnels


                Everyone from Group 4 seems to be fine; there are some wounds, but nothing terrible. Unsurprisingly, they were able to deal with a few enemies even though most of them were at higher levels than our group.

I would be surprised if it didn’t end up the way it did. They totally decimated poor Blackrock and a few members of Serpent’s Eye that were nearby.

“Lily, would you mind? I might need a bit of healing,” I say, leaning against the wall and sliding to the ground.

Immediately, a petite black-haired girl stops healing Hadwin’s hands and comes rushing to me.

Wow, Lily, that’s harsh.

She sits down next to me and puts her hand on my shoulder, and soon I can feel her warm mana flowing inside my body. I’m also keeping plenty of thermal energy flowing through me to have my passive skill activated, and with Lily’s healing, I’m quickly getting better.

While sitting there, I check on my Mana Reservoir, and there’s still around thirty percent of its total size left. Not bad. I mean, I could use my mana more efficiently, but it was worth it.

I look up, just in time to see Biscuit throwing Elydor’s body far away into the tunnel. 

Such a good boy.

For a few minutes, no one says anything, just continuing to calm down and letting me rest a bit while I keep the Living Tree’s particles from reaching us. I’m getting quite good at it, am I not?

My mood is also much better now, and even though some of the remaining people inside the tunnel seem to have grim faces, I’m not worried at all. Obviously, I already know what I will do. If I didn’t, I would’ve endured the past few weeks for nothing and ended up disappointed in myself.

Tess and Haddy, being as reliable as they are, are already looting the corpses of Serpent’s Eye. Some of the items survived the fight, some of them of really high rarity, and then there’s also a chest and a few items they got from Champion’s house.

I notice a few greedy glances from Storm Brigade, but no one does anything, so group 4 collects a pretty sizable pile of items, mana stones, and some other valuables. Temporarily, they take some items to use, and the rest they put on a pile closer to the barrier, packed and ready to be moved.

“I suppose you do have a plan?” Obelia moves closer, accompanied by one of her aides. Neither of them is using mana.

Seeing her act so respectfully feels weird, but not in a bad way. Obelia is smart, smarter than Elydor, and even though she didn’t help, she didn’t underestimate me. It makes me wonder what she would think knowing that my level is lower than even that of the aide next to her.

Actually, should I tell her? It would be fun to watch.

“Yes I have a plan, I will need the biggest mana stone you have for that,” I say shamelessly even though there are plenty of mana stones we got from looting Serpent’s Eye.

Obelia hands me two of them. The ones that are even worth more than the ones worth a few hundred thousand dollars.

“Two more, and that weird mana stone you guys got from the champion’s house,” I ask.

Even though her aide seems about to complain, Obelia just does so. She reaches into her inner pocket and gives me three mana stones, and even that nice, spheric mana stone I saw them get from the manor— an item densely covered in mana circuits that I identify as epic grade.

She doesn’t even hesitate, and her eyes are calm and decisive as she does so. She is simply paying me to help get her out as well. I bet I could get even more if I asked, but I think it’s better to create a good relationship with her.

I really like her decisiveness and her logical thinking.

“It will take a while, maybe an hour or two, and then we can go on,” I tell her.

With a nod, she goes back to her guild.

“Lily, go and heal poor Haddy. I need to focus now and work on something,” I tell her.

“Are you saying that I’m distracting to you?” she says with a small, cheeky smile. Like everyone else, she’s a bit down, tired, and somewhat depressed after two weeks in dark tunnels, yet she tries to joke with me.

Before I can pinch her nose, she stands up and joins the rest of the group.

You have escaped this time, silly girl.

Finally, I put away the stones I got from Obelia and keep only one that I hold in my left hand, which is pale white up to my shoulder. The one that Lily restored on the second floor.

My mana enters the stone, and I consolidate my [Focus] and start working.

The process is similar to creating a construct inside my body, yet a bit easier, meaning that a mistake won’t hurt me, and a big mistake won’t kill me. At worst, it will destroy the stone.

Unsurprisingly, the stone Obelia gave me is better than even the ones from before, and I’m sure with my current experiences, I won’t be able to use it to its fullest potential, so a lot of the stone will be wasted. But is that even a problem? It’s just some money, and if using an expensive mana stone helps me improve my chance of success even a tiny bit, it’s more than worth it.

The structure I’m creating inside it with [Mana Infusion] and [Resonance] is extremely delicate, and it mostly hovers inside, not etched yet, waiting to be finished before I permanently put it inside the stone.

[Mana Manipulation] also works, and then I get an idea and activate even [Mana Domain]. Not a big sphere-like field around me; I make it much smaller and just use it around the mana stone.

[Mana Domain - lvl 6 > Mana Domain - lvl 7]

A skill that leveled up during the fight levels up again as only [Focus] keeps me concentrated on the difficult task.

My skills work together in harmony, and my creation becomes more and more intricate and detailed, and it’s getting harder to keep it from breaking apart.

The construct I’m creating right now is only for single use and is inspired by all the testing Elydor, Obelia, and everyone else did in attempt to break the barrier. The biggest part of it and inspiration is my skill, [Resonance].

I could try to use [Resonance] only, but just from watching others’ attempts, I know how impossible something like that is. No matter how good the skill is, its level is not high enough to compete with the three-question mark monster’s barrier. The amount of mana that flows through it, its density, and most likely levels of its skills are just that monstrous.

[Mana Infusion - lvl 29 > Mana Infusion - lvl 30]

As I finally decide to inscribe the construct inside the mana stone, my skill breaks through the bottleneck. At the same time, I quickly make a few changes, noticing the mistakes I didn’t feel while preparing for inscribing.

When I’m finally done, I sigh with relief and release my skills, and some tension escapes my body.

Mana Pulse Stone (rare) - A single-use stone designed to channel a surge of mana to attempt to disrupt the Living Tree’s barrier. Once activated, it crumbles to dust.

I expected it to be of higher rarity, but even this should be enough as it’s just a single-use item that will help me channel my skill and mana.

After letting others know, I stand up and move towards the barrier. As before, it’s amazingly strong, and just knowing that it covers an entire sizable city gives me goosebumps.

I also remember Hydra, a three-question mark monster Lissandra so easily tore apart on the second floor. Was it as strong as the Living Tree? Weaker? Maybe even stronger. How strong is an Absolute to be able to do something like that? As always, titles such as Champion and Absolute fill me with curiosity. But anyway, I will know when I get to that point.

With everyone around and prepared to run the moment I create a hole in the barrier, I hold the Mana Pulse Stone in my hand and push it against the barrier. Then, I charge as much of my mana as I can, and, activating [Resonance], I send it through the stone where it gets changed, and modified to the frequency I need.

The only thing I do is [Focus] to create as strong a burst of mana as I can without having my body torn apart, relying on the Mana stone to do the hard work instead of my body enduring.

The stone crumbles and the barrier only wobbles slightly, an amazing result compared to two big guilds being unable to do even that over two weeks, yet the barrier is still here.

Well, this is awkward.

I reach out with an open palm towards Obelia. Without hesitating, she places another mana stone in the palm of my hand, and I get back to inscribing.

 



 

It takes a few more days and two more tries to finally succeed.

When the tear finally appears in the barrier, everyone rushes out, and then we continue to run without looking back.

We run until we get out of the tunnels through a hidden passageway.

Yet no one celebrates. As quickly as we can, we get to the array we used to arrive there, and Obelia and a few of her members start putting mana stones into the circle and operating it with their weird item.

The entire time, the remainder of us face the old capital, staring at the Living Tree. Even now, the city is entirely covered in a spherical barrier that seems to glow.

It takes a few more minutes, and the barrier starts to expand. Slowly, but surely, it grows bigger and bigger, covering more and more of the area around the city.

That prompts the members of Storm Brigade to move faster, their movements urgent and exchanging short shouts while Obelia, with a calm demeanor, leads them.

When the circle finally activates, the barrier isn’t even that far off, and I welcome the feeling of falling as we get transferred away.

We don’t find ourselves back on the circle near Virelia we used for transport; instead, it’s a circle somewhere on the plains, and far in the distance, I can see mountains, anthills, the territory of good ol’ bus-sized ants.

“We didn’t have time to pick the exact location,” Obelia says to us, “But we should be able to get to Virelia fairly soon, so I think that much is fine.”

“Sounds good,” I tell her, and finally, there is more relief that I feel.

Looking at the items Group 4 carries, I can’t wait to examine them all.

“Weird, they never leave their territory,” I hear someone say and feel goosebumps on my back.

Oh no.

Tess also looks towards where Obelia is looking and activates her [Farsight].

“They aren’t that far away from the anthills,” Tess says to Obelia.

The guild master of Storm Brigade looks at Tess and nods, “They are not. But even this is weird. I don’t think I ever heard of any ant leaving their territory.”

It’s fine.

“Miss, I think we should leave and maybe inform other guilds. They will want to set up some watches to observe their movements. Just in case,” the voice of Obelia’s guild member is worried.

It’s totally fine.

 

            


Chapter 207 - Boop


                Tess’s gaze burns on the back of my head the entire time we are moving towards the city, and I don’t know why she does that. I did nothing wrong.

Everyone would have done the same. Everyone SHOULD do the same and throw a few fire orbs into the tunnels.

As we enter the city, Obelia gives me a small mana stone that contains the address of her guild and different ways to contact her. It can also be given to the guards who should let her know that it’s me looking for her in case it happens.

She also mentions that Elydor’s death will create a big mess and looks at me as if expecting me to do something.

Knowing how much trouble it would be to get involved in this mess, I just wave my hand, not bothered by her look that tries to guilt-trip me into doing something.

“I will see you around and thanks,” she says, and then leaves with her guild members.

Our guild does the same, and we quickly rush to our house. When we finally get there, everyone disappears to take long showers, leaving all the loot in the middle of the living room. Items most likely worth more than some people can imagine just sit there: on the carpet, against the wall, thrown on the table.

Without a care in the world.

It’s somewhat amusing to see items that caused so many deaths and took so much time for Serpent’s Eye to plan and acquire. We suffered over two weeks in a dark tunnel, constantly worried about getting killed, yet right now, they aren’t even worth more than a shower.

I look at Biscuit, “What do you think?”

(Sustenance?) the small corgi asks.

“Yes, we will buy you a lot of food,” I tell him.

He woofs, and it somehow sounds thankful.

Then, after checking that everyone is still away, I kneel down to get my face closer to him. For a moment, I just look at this cheeky, yet gentle doggo and remember how they treated him while I was deep in [Focus] and blocking my emotions to protect everyone.

“I’m sorry I let them do those things to you,” I whisper carefully, still worried someone might hear it. Then I carefully touch and pet his head.

That makes Biscuit stop swinging his tail, and he looks directly into my eyes.

I continue to pet his head, once again feeling the rage for how he and others were treated. I know I did it to protect them, but it still feels wrong.

“I would never let them treat you like that, without really good reason.” I continue to whisper, after once again checking that no one is around.

Telling anyone who could respond normally would feel way too weird and be too difficult for me. But with Biscuit, it’s somewhat easy.

“So, thank you for enduring,” I finish and boop his nose, but only once.

In response, Biscuit starts hovering and slowly floats higher until his eyes are at the same level as mine.

For a while, he just looks at me in that way, his eyes feeling much more intelligent than back then on the 1st floor. 

Then he lifts up his right front paw and touches my nose with it, a movement similar to how I always boop his nose. He doesn’t say anything, but his eyes seem gentler than ever.

 







 

I wait until everyone is back in the living room, and only then do I tell them to wait for me and not to touch any items until I’m back.

The boys seem to be extremely unhappy and excited to go through the items, but their slightly angry looks that follow me as I walk upstairs only make me more powerful.

I need to do something petty like that to feel manly once again.

Damn, who would have known that the best manipulator of group 4 isn’t Sophie, Isabella, or Tess? Nope, as always our animal overlords beat us even in that. Biscuit is the most dangerous being here.

Should I just give up, lie down, and wait for the end? I bet if I did, Biscuit would clear this floor for me. Heck, he’s probably even manipulating people in the Community who long since learned that he is actually a cute, burrito-shaped corgi.

Dangerous, everything here is dangerous.

Inside the shower, I turn up the heat and close my eyes, replaying the past two weeks. Going through everything that happened while my emotions weren’t suppressed is a weird experience and at times I almost get angry at myself, but in the end, I can’t help but agree with everything I did.

Thanks to my decision, no one from our group died, we survived, everyone got 500 shards, we got plenty of items, and even got rid of a few pieces of human trash.

Others also did well, enduring all of that and fought well when it came to it, but even now I feel a weird confusion as to why they put so much trust in me. They went through with my plan, waiting and trusting. They endured the treatment Serpent’s Eye members gave them and the darkness of the tunnels.

In some way, the trust they put in me feels heavy and, from a logical point of view, I can understand why they did so. I’m strong, I’m talented when it comes to mana, and I am willing to push myself. Plus, I did have a plan.

On the other hand, it’s something I don’t think I would be able to do. Just doing that would require a huge amount of trust and a willingness to give up control, and that’s something I haven’t liked to do ever since going through all the bullshit in my childhood.

Well, anyway, bygones be bygones.

I finish my shower and take a bit more time to find some super comfortable clothes from the many I still have in the locker, and only then do I walk downstairs. Refreshed and feeling much lighter.

Unsurprisingly, the Twins and Min-Jae are already going through the items, and the moment they see me, they point at Lily, “It was her idea.”

Before they start bickering, I just look at the petite black-haired girl, “Well, Lily, I have to say I’m disappointed in you.” I joke, and it earns me a few surprised looks when I plop onto the couch, next to Isabella and Sophie.

“Nathaniel Gwyn joking and not being petty. The world is coming to an end,” Maya reacts dramatically out loud and throws a bag of snacks at me, which I grab and start eating quickly.

In a good mood, I decide to ignore the attack on my person and turn to the Twins, “Sword with a blade made of something like crystal.” I tell them, and immediately I get the sword Elydor used.

Ethercrystal Shortsword (Epic):Forged from the elusive Ethercrystal, this transparent blade can absorb ambient mana from its surroundings. The sword channels the absorbed mana to bolster the user’s physical strength momentarily.

Ohoo, so t’s as I thought. Good, time to look into absorbing ambient mana.

“Mine,” I say and put the sword next to me, “Next.”

Lily giggles as I get another item. This time it’s a cloak.

Veilshade Cloak (Epic): Tailored from the rare and elusive shadow silk, this cloak grants the wearer a veil of obscurity against magical detection. Its dark aura masks the user’s magical signature, making it a prized possession for those seeking to move unnoticed through places guarded by magical enchantments.

Huh, not bad, but nothing amazing. The effect is probably really good, looking at the item’s rarity, but not something I would like.

“Fight over it after we are done,” I say and put it on the table, as generous as I am.

All the items should be mine, to be honest, so giving away something of such high rarity is quite nice of me, isn’t it? Someone should praise me and bring me more snacks.

The next item is a weird cube made of metal with its surface covered in white etchings of mana circuits.

Abyssal Anchor (Epic):This gravity anchor is made from a heavy mythical metal. When activated, it creates a gravitational pull, dragging foes toward the item and locking them in place, leaving them vulnerable and restrained.

This one also seems to be really good. The gravitational pull must be strong for it to be an epic item.

I think about it a bit longer and then just put it on the table next to the cloak.

Unfortunately, I don’t have much time to try to learn its effects, and gravity magic too. My current priorities are coordinates and hopefully buying another epic passive skill.

Epic items are something that can be taken away; a passive is something that I will keep, hopefully forever, and looking at them being twice as expensive as items of the same rarity, the system seems to agree with me.

Before I get another item, I pull out the spheric mana stone I got from Obelia and check it as well.

Mana Core Sphere (Epic):This enigmatic sphere contains a pulsing core that can be filled with mana, which then resonates with other magical energies nearby. When activated, it can disperse a wave of mana that temporarily silences the magical abilities of foes in the vicinity.

Did I feel that its effect would be similar to [Resonance] when I asked Obelia to give it to me? I will check it and its effect before deciding if I give up on it. The item seemingly can create lasting disruption so that’s something worth examining.

I put it away and take the last epic item from Min-Jae.

Darkstride Ring (Epic):This ring is imbued with a dark enchantment that allows the wearer to step into the shadows and reappear a short distance away in a different shadow, effectively granting the ability to blink through shadows for a tactical advantage.

Curious, I put it on my finger and send mana inside the ring, then, following the feeling, I activate it and reach towards the closest shadow to me.

I feel as if my body elongates and turns into a blur, and I enter the shadow, and while inside it, I feel something like a sort of connection towards the shadows in the room. The more I send mana into it, the further shadows are connected to me. To test it, I exit the shadow and then enter it again to return to my original spot.

“Wow,” Izzy looks at me with big eyes and reaches to take the ring off my finger, to which I pull my hand away, much to her annoyance.

I like it but also have a feeling that if I take it, I will start relying on it instead of trying to improve my [Tether] and my anchors. It’s also weirdly limiting in comparison to my skill.

In the end, I put it on the table, and Sophie immediately moves it further away from little Isabella, who tries to take it.

As for the rare grade items that we got, I don’t even look at them. There are probably some I would still find useful or interesting, but in the end, their rarity will limit them strongly and would soon end up being useless to me.

Selling them to the system might be a good idea, but the system drastically reduces the prices of items, so we wouldn’t get many shards. It probably is better to try to sell them through the auctions in Virelia and then attempt to buy even better items or just save money for something interesting.

“How about the chest?” I ask the twins, pointing to the chest near them. The one that two of Elydor’s men had to carry, even with their strong bodies, and that made him so happy.

“We couldn’t open it at all,” Dennis shakes his head.

“There is no lock, and even Sophie didn’t sense any mana from it, nor could she do anything,” Aaron adds.

Oh, isn’t that interesting?

I stand up and move towards the chest to observe it. It’s made of a black wood-like material, yet it’s heavy. Either the material is very dense, or the item inside is really heavy. It’s not that big, but big enough for a short sword, dagger, a bunch of books, or a piece of armor. Anything could be in there.

Slowly, I go through most of my skills that might help me get inside, yet nothing works. Even kinetic and thermal energy doesn’t make a difference, and something tells me that even if I go all out, it won’t change.

“Lily?” I turn towards her with a question.

“I already tried. [Disintegration] didn’t do anything,” she says.

This is what surprises me the most. Lily’s skill is something that even made Lissandra hesitate. Yes, the cockroach-like absolute wasn’t at her strongest, not even close to it, but even so, it shows how scary the potential of that skill is.

Looking at the chest, I feel my hopes rising. Knowing that we were going to the Manor of the Champion, I hoped for items with a higher rarity than epic, maybe even similar to Peacemaker or Sword of Aeons from the second floor, yet we only found epic items.

But looking at the chest, I feel my inner loot goblin awakening.

I usually don’t care much about items, but heck, even I’m attracted to shiny ones like the Valorplate that one of the Calamities wears, or maybe the one inside the chest.

No matter how many months or years it will take, I will find a way to get it out!

            


Chapter 208 - Fallen guild


                Two days have passed during which life has become quite peaceful. No one leaves for hunting, and they enter the city only in larger groups as we wait for the consequences of destroying the leadership of one of the 5 big guilds of Virelia.

Yup, Myrra did promise to deal with the consequences, but I’ll believe that when I see it.

Meanwhile, I spend some time trying to get into the chest, yet unsuccessfully. I use the underground area that the house has, which is shielded. It’s quite large and durable, so I even use some stronger attacks, yet the chest resists.

I don’t sense anything from it; there’s no keyhole, and it still looks like black wood. Even Lily, with her terrifying skill, is unable to do anything. She tries to boost it by using [Sacrifice], and her entire arm disappears while she reduces the area of the skill and makes it stronger at a smaller point. 

She doesn’t even blink as her arm is used to boost the skill and only says that it will grow back and that she was able to gain a level in the skill.

As I’ve said and as I will repeat until Biscuit takes over the earth as the first and strongest animal overlord: No one from Group 4 is normal. Not a single soul.

I, Nathaniel Gwyn, am the most normal here.

Another thing I do is work on coordinates with Sophie. Down in the tunnels under the old capital, I gained some experience and learned a thing or two, so there is progress. Sophie, bored because she can’t hunt, also spends plenty of time working with me.

I can smell it; just a few weeks and I will be rich! A lot of shards rich.

During the past two days, I also tested the Mana Core Sphere, and I was right: it works like [Resonance] and it scales with how much mana I use to activate the item. When I use a lot of it, the effect becomes terrifying.

With my skill, I currently can’t cover that large an area, and I can’t activate it in one push that would cover a huge area. The item doesn’t have such limitations; I can send a huge chunk of my mana into it and activate it.

Obviously, I didn’t test it properly. I have a feeling that if I use enough mana, I should be able to cover the area of the entire city.

Damn, what is it, a mana variant of EMP?

To balance it out and not make the item too powerful, the effect is a bit weaker than my [Resonance] when it comes to single target raw power and using the same amount of mana. The efficiency isn’t nearly as good.

Then there’s the fact that it leaves a lingering disruptive effect on the target, and that’s something that I really like and the main reason why I’m messing with the item. It’s an effect I want to learn to duplicate.

I could probably get it from a skill upgrade, but [Resonance] is one of the skills that I want to master on my own, as I consider it one of my strongest ones.

So that’s the Mana Core Sphere, and I also have the Ethercrystal Sword. For someone else, it would be an amazing item, but I’m terrible when it comes to using weapons like swords or actually any other weapon. I never had the opportunity to learn, and I could see the difference in skill when I fought with someone at least a bit skilled. Where they used technique, I relied on my aggressive attacks and the power of my body strengthened with mana.

Now that I think about it, it might be possible to hire someone in Virelia to teach me at least the basics so I should do that.

I reach out and pull the sword out of its sheath, revealing a beautiful transparent white blade that seems to be made from crystal. It looks delicate, yet I tested it, and it’s extremely durable.

The description says, Forged from the elusive Ethercrystal, this transparent blade can absorb ambient mana from its surroundings. The sword channels the absorbed mana to bolster the user’s physical strength momentarily.

And it does just that. The blade absorbs ambient mana; it does so even now, but the effect is weak as there isn’t much mana. However, during the fight under the old capital, I saw it absorb plenty of my mana, turning the blade into a blue crystal-like material and boosting the physical stats of its user.

And that is something I want. Ever since I saw Lissandra absorbing ambient mana and using it during the end of the second floor, I wanted to learn that, and the sword in my hands might give me some hints I need to do so.

Holding the sword in my hand, I wave it around, watching the light reflect on it. The sword doesn’t look too overdecorated. It’s pretty, yet deadly-looking. I quite like it.

From testing, I learned that it can absorb even the mana contained in things like Isabella’s fire, and when hitting Maya’s [Armament] and feeling the effect of its strengthening, I think I can say that it’s probably the best item out of the epic items we got, just looking at how efficiently it strengthens my body with stolen mana.

And I didn’t even test it at its fullest power when there’s plenty of mana around to absorb.

I stand up from my favorite spot, a huge armchair in my room that offers a nice view of the city behind the window. I put the Mana Core Sphere into one of my pockets, and grab the sword, which is now in its sheath.

With a sigh, I walk onto the balcony, and when I look down, there’s Myrra, behind the wall of our garden, waving at me. As always, her bodyguard is with her, just hidden really well. Thankfully, he isn’t using any invisibility skill but is hiding in the shadows or something.

 Invisibility skills should be illegal and monsters using them should be all annihilated. Should be and will be. By me!

I poke at Sophie’s web.

(What?) Sophie soon sounds in my head.

(I will be going out for a while, Myrra is here. You can tell the others. And no, I don’t know when I will be back. Oh, and I left a new version of the coordinates on my table, so check them while I’m gone.) I tell her the moment she sets the links between us.

(Will do, good luck.) With her message, our communication ends.

I jump from the balcony and boost myself with kinetic energy, then absorb it as I land next to the tall, white-haired lynthari with a scar across her face.

“So elegant,” her smile shows her sharp canines, and her golden eyes seem to pause at the pocket where I put the Mana Core Sphere. She also examines the sword I hold in my left hand.

“It looks like the rewards were quite generous, feral one,” with that, she starts walking, and I join her, walking by her side while her bodyguard tracks us.

“I can’t complain,” I shrug my shoulders.

In silence, we continue to walk for a while, and from the corner of my eyes, I observe Myrra. She doesn’t seem to be in a bad mood or anything, and her tail moves in a way that also confirms that. Once in a while, her cat-like ears perk up when she hears something interesting, but the tail is something that fascinates me more. It’s slightly fluffy but not overly so, and it seems to be well-taken care of—healthy-looking with a nice shine to it.

It’s the same color as her ears, a nice shade of gray that makes a nice contrast with her hair. The tail sways from side to side in many different ways, showing her mood. Yet it’s not too much, just like her personality; it’s controlled and calm.

“Would you like to touch it?” Myrra asks, her golden eyes glowing with amusement as she catches me looking.

“Yes,” I say shamelessly.

I’m not even lying. The same way I’m booping Biscuit’s nose, I want to touch her tail and even pull on it, just to annoy her.

My answer seems to surprise her greatly, probably expecting me to get all nervous and apologize. After freezing for a bit, her tail starts twitching from side to side, showing her amusement.

“This is why you are so fun, feral one,” she leans a bit closer, her eyes looking dangerous for a moment. As always, she decides to ignore my name and just continues to call me “feral one.”

Myrra then doesn’t otherwise react to my answer to her offer, and we enter an estate with a big manor-like building at the end of a pathway that is on both sides surrounded by beautiful, well-taken-care-of trees.

Slowly, we walk through the pathway until we reach the manor-like building. The closer we get, the more details I notice.

Broken doors, shattered windows, cracked walls, deep gouges in the ground, destroyed trees. There’s even an entire part of the house that’s missing, looking as if there was an explosion.

We enter through the door, and there are corpses of men and women on the ground, blood everywhere. The inside of the manor is also destroyed, burned, and with small craters everywhere.

“This is the guild house of Serpent’s Eye, feral one. Can you guess what happened?”

I don’t even have to think for long. “Most likely their enemies took revenge after finding out the guild master and elites of the guild died,” I answer her.

“Close, this happened as well, but do you know what’s funny? The fights started the moment the guild learned about the death of Elydor. Guild members fought each other to get the treasures the guild master locked away. Killing people they knew for years, just for a few more mana stones or an item or two,” Myrra still looks amused.

She pokes one of the broken chairs with her feet, “Only after they were done looting did the enemies come, and more fights started. There was this one human I really liked, arrogant, prideful, and with powerful skills. He was one of the first to start looting, and he killed the man he’d worked with for five years. There was no hesitation at all,” her expression is difficult to read as she says, “He got all the best things, he fought bravely, but in the end, he lost. He begged, he cried, and he tried to negotiate. But nothing helped, and he died just like that.”

The tall lynthari with white hair looks around as if searching for the right words, then just sighs, shaking her head.

She continues, “In the end, he was just a fake. Someone pretending to be something he’s not. So tell me, feral one. Is your behavior just a mask you show, and when things become hard, will you cry and ask for mercy?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” I answer her.

Her eyes examine me for a bit longer, and she nods in the end. “Yes, there’s only one way to find out,” she agrees.

Then she decides to change the subject and drops a bomb on me, “But now to the reason we came here, allow me to officially congratulate Angry Kittens for becoming one of the 5 big guilds of Virelia and replacing Serpent’s Eye in their place.”

Huh. What?

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Heya, a shout out this time for Minute Mage and its Amazon release. The story did really well here on RR and now is on Amazon, edited and with cool new cover.

As always, you can check the synopsis and if you like it, just click on the cover of the link I will put under.
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Minute Mage: A LitRPG Adventure

When you steal Time Magic, prepare to run for eternity…

Arlan can go back in time by one minute, once per day.



Want to turn an ambush around on an opponent? Need to go back and trigger a lethal trap? He can get a redo as long as he acts fast. And every time he levels up, he can go back a little further.



But, even with his growing power, Arlan has never been in more danger. He was left stranded in the middle of a monster-infested forest, nobody to rely on but himself as he fights to build strength.



And his time magic wasn’t given to him freely.



He stole it.



And its original owners would go to any lengths to take it back.



                



Chapter 209 - Poking a cat


                For a moment, I try to determine if Myrra is joking, but it doesn’t seem like it. Even her tail seems to confirm what she said. It’s not moving nervously, just gently swaying from side to side, showing her interest.

Her fluffy tail wouldn’t lie to me, right?

“That sounds unreasonable?” I say to her.

“I agree,” she moves and sits on a chair nearby, ignoring the craters around, burned walls, and holes in the ceiling. Her ears perk up slightly, and the light that falls on her face makes the scar that goes horizontally through it more visible.

“The main requirement to be able to be called a big guild is to be strong enough or have a strong member that could rival the power of an entire guild. Surprisingly, the guild master of Storm Brigade said that your guild shouldn’t have a problem with that. So tell me, feral one, is it you who is strong enough that you made me sense fear even from proud Obelia?”

Her eyes glint as she stares at me, surrounded by all this destruction.

“We are not interested in becoming a big guild,” I ignore her question and answer.

Unsurprisingly, being the weirdo that she is, it only seems to make her even more curious. In a similar way as I watch her, she also continues to observe me. Myrra watches every move I make, she stares at my eyes, and she keeps probing with her mana senses, trying to get a funny response from me.

Much like a human annoying a grumpy cat to get a reaction from it.

“Very few would refuse that offer. What’s your reason?” she asks.

“It sounds annoying,” I answer honestly, “We have no time to bother with politics and other guilds.”

“What if I told you it would be more fun this way?” Myrra leans backward on the chair that is made for humans, not lynthari, and it seems it’s about to break, “As a big guild, there are some rules others would need to follow to bother you. Rules set by lynthari. Small guilds don’t enjoy such luxury.”

Was this her plan all along?

“Why?” I ask.

“As I said, feral one, I want you to rise to the top, I want to see you shine brighter than anyone else. Through your own power, your will. And I really want to see if you will break or if you’re the real deal.” She stands up, and the chair behind her instantly turns to ashes as flames roar around her.

The flames are strong enough to start melting the stone under her feet and set ablaze all the furniture or cloth around us.

Not overly bothered, I just use [Redistribution] and absorb the heat that reaches me, which would have burned me terribly if I hadn’t done anything about it.

Myrra takes another step closer to me, her flames stronger and the heat is directed at me, “I want you to show me what you’re capable of,” she hisses, showing a surprising amount of emotion, unexpected from someone hundreds of years old.

I don’t like it.

A burst of kinetic energy explodes from me at the center. I make it more blunt than sharp, and Myrra is thrown away from me, crashing through the wall with a surprised squeak.

Immediately from my shadow, her bodyguard steps up, but I already know this skill. The moment he fully emerges, [Resonance] disrupts his attack, and with a kick, I send him flying out of the window of the manor.

I don’t like how everyone here thinks they can mess with me.

I redirect more of my mana towards the kinetic mana heart and turn all generated energy from kinetic into thermal, continuing to compress it while walking slowly towards where I kicked Myrra.

Tall lynthari is already on her feet, unhurt, but blue flames blazing around her.

She is smiling.

I send disrupting mana into the room, not allowing her guard to use any shadows around, and then release all the heat I collected, pressing it all against Myrra. For a while, she fights against it, her own flames pushing against my own. The manor is melting around us, being set ablaze. The air dries, cracks appear in the walls, and furniture turns to dust.

Elydor, partially Obelia, Myrra, every single one of them wants me to move according to their will.

Just leave me alone.

My flames turn golden, devouring Myrra’s flames and pushing her to her knees. The tall lynthari hisses and more of her mana is released, this time in the form of chill that fights against the flames, the temperature in the room turning ice cold.

As I sense her bodyguard dashing at me, I cancel my flames and replace them with a strong impulse of [Resonance] that I send into the room. The flames and cold disappear, the male lynthari slows down, my attack disrupting his physical boost.

Then I follow it with another strong pulse of kinetic energy that sends both of them crashing through the walls. This time I boost my body, and follow Myrra.

I reach her as she bends in the air, elegantly landing on her feet. Her eyes glow gold, and her tail twitches excitedly. She licks her lips, and more mana is released from her body, pale blue circuits appearing on her skin.

At the same time, I pull an epic-graded shortsword from the sheath, and immediately a transparent white crystal-like blade starts turning blue, absorbing the mana from the area and from the attacks.

Both Myrra and I charge at once, and with each passing second, I feel my body becoming stronger and faster, boosted by the sword in my hands that continues to absorb more mana, turning darker blue.

Myrra nimbly dodges my attacks and leaves a few scratches on my body. She is fast, barely a blur.

Her bodyguard appears as well, but just stands on the side, not wanting to ruin his master’s fun.

I send another pulse of disrupting mana at her, but she seems to be expecting that and throws some weak mana attack in the way that gets canceled instead.

A mana projectile flies at me, so pale in color that I can barely see it. I only block it at the last moment to her amusement, and her tail flails. Her golden eyes follow each of my movements while her cat-like eyes glow.

Oh, so you want to play?

[Mana Domain] covers the area and I stop Mana Cycling, instead letting my mana start leaking from my body, filling the area, and getting under my control within my domain. Some of that mana even gets fed to the sword in my hand, strengthening my body even further, and I start manipulating the rest.

Mana arms start appearing from thin air, attempting to grab Myrra.

Barriers form in front of me, blocking her attacks.

Mana projectiles form behind her back that is still within my domain.

Bombarded from every side, Myrra totally lets loose and moves like a wild animal led by instincts, deflecting all the attacks, using skills to block them, and sending bursts of fire and ice toward me.

I let her play for a while as I lead her toward where I want to while reading her movements. When she shows a moment of hesitation, I boost my body even further, and move in front of her in one quick movement.  My sword stabs deep into her thigh and the blade is surprisingly start absorbing mana at a much quicker rate directly from her body.

Then I cancel all of my skills and stare at her.

Her canines show in full beauty as she leans closer me, her mouth open wide as if she is about to bite me. Her face scrunched, demonic-like even.

And I just watch her and twist the sword in her wound.

She nearly hisses, her expression threatening, but after a short stalemate, she stops. Her mana calms down, and her face slowly returns to normal. Myrra takes a step back, the sword sliding from her thigh, and at a quick speed the wound on her starts healing as we look at each other.

It takes a minute for her to say, “I guess I should apologize, feral one.” This time the word “feral” is different in the way she says it. It’s as if she puts a different meaning on it, “I got a little bit too excited.” she smiles.

It’s not a truly apologizing smile and she doesn’t seem to be in a bad mood or something. It’s more as if she kept poking a cute cat and the cat got annoyed, scratching her.

Now that I think about it, I keep using this sort of comparison to understand her and they fit surprisingly well. But, Myrra has cat ears and a tail, so why is my role always so fitting to the cat?

I put the sword back in its sheath and then hold the sheath in my hand. When I check my mana, there’s barely any dent in it, partially also thanks to the sword replenishing and strengthening my body.

“If you are sorry, block others from annoying us,” I tell her.

“I can do it only partially, there will be people who will want to fight the one who defeated Elydor. The items you got are also a big attraction. So expect some challengers,” she says.

As I leave, I can feel her gaze on my back, and passing by her bodyguard, he greets me with a short nod.

Out of the estate, I glance at the sword in my hand. The effect of its boosting is more efficient than I expected it to be, and the way it took mana from the air, as well as the way it took mana from Myrra’s body, really fascinates me.

It probably wouldn’t be that extremely difficult to do that; no, what is most difficult is the way it transforms foreign mana to be used by me, but here’s where I have another idea. What if I try to use [Resonance] to change the absorbed mana and turn it into mine?

Maybe I should fight with lynthari more often. I’m getting quite good ideas while doing so.

Unfortunately, something tells me not all of them would react to it as Myrra did. She seems to be weird even for a lynthari. Well, at least I showed her that there are limits to how far she can push. But I also dislike that she still held back, her bodyguard too. I almost got caught up in the fight and took the fight seriously.

What would I do without good ol’ Mr. [Focus]?

Unlike on Earth where I had more reasons to stay calm and control myself, it’s a bit harder to reason such behavior here. Sure, I could do so; I was always good at that even without the skill I can control my emotions pretty well. The problem might be that I often catch myself not wanting to do it.

Venting once in a while is a nice compromise, isn’t it?

As I walk through the streets, I find myself not wanting to return so soon. Lately, I was constantly surrounded by people. Talking with them, training with them, helping them stay alive down in the tunnel.

Seeing so many people pass by, and hearing them talk and enjoy their day somewhat drains me even more than usual.

I still somewhat enjoy Group 4’s company; it’s just that I feel like taking a break. Not a long one, just a day or two.

So instead of going back, I change direction and walk towards one of the giant trees. I’ve been curious about them ever since I got here. Should I check them out?

I use [Focus] to filter out the sounds of people around me, and even their presence stops feeling so pressuring. The world loses some of its life but becomes a bit more comfortable to me.

Only in my own company, I continue walking down the street.

 







 

POV Isabella Martinez

“What do you mean that he probably won’t be coming back so soon, Izzy?” Lily asks me.

She feels funny, all these emotions she tries to hide and show at the same time.

“Pff, you guys couldn’t even see it! But he was slowly getting more and more annoyed!” I explain to them. Old people are dumb so I have to.

“Annoyed?” Lily asks again.

I ignore the not-as-old-as-others but still dumb Lily and look around for Biscuit. As he often does, he is sitting on the couch spot where Nathaniel likes to sit.

Annoying! Biscuit is only mine!

When I get to him, I use my skill to connect to him and he allows me to do so. 

Biscuit feels safe. Safer than anyone else. Like there is no evil in him. He must have been an angel in his past life.

I hug him and he lets me.

“Izzy, what did you mean by ‘annoyed’?” Soph asks.

“You guys talk too much, are around him too often, ask him too many questions,” I pet Biscuit while talking to them, “he likes to be alone sometimes.”

“We don’t know how long Myrra will take him, but he won’t be gone for too long. A few days at most, so there’s no need to worry,” it’s Tess who said that.

Tess is… weird. She’s not as dumb as the others and sometimes she feels scary. But it’s fine; Nathaniel also feels scary, yet never towards his friends. And I’m his friend too!

I think.

“Are we also friends, Biscuit?” I ask.

(Food?) he says and I read his intention.

“Yes, I will get you anything you want!”

(Asshole.) he says louder so everyone can hear and I can feel gentleness from him. He even creates a purple mana arm and pets my head!

“Soph! Did you hear? He called me his friend!”

            


Chapter 210 - Young guildmaster of Veilwalkers


                Only a few minutes pass since I left Myrra when I realize that something is not right. There’s that weird feeling that keeps bothering me. Something has changed, and it takes me a few moments to realize what it is.

The sword I held in the sheath in my hand is gone.

Huh?

I open and close my hands, but it’s really gone; my hand is empty. Did I get robbed?

Immediately, I send a strong pulse into my area, detecting all the signatures around me, looking for something suspicious, maybe a phantom deer or something. Or another corgi with amazing camouflage.

The sword still holds some mana that it absorbed from Myrra, so I locate it fairly quickly. Not caring about the reactions around me, I boost myself high into the air and land on the roof of a nearby house. From there, I run towards where the signature is.

What I find there is a man in a cloak with his face covered by a cape.

[Veilstriker - lvl ??]

Oh, so at least level 182 or higher.

“It’s amazing how quickly you noticed, almost the moment I took it away from you,” his voice is soft as he waves my sword he holds in his hand at me, “You are the first one. Not even Obelia was able to.”

The man throws the sword at me, and I let it land on the roof in front of me. I send a short pulse of disrupting mana at it, destroying whatever mark he left on it.

Only then do I take it from the ground and dash at the man, boosting my body and even pushing myself with kinetic energy generated by my kinetic mana heart. As I reach him, I send a thin cone of kinetic energy at his head.

The man dodges; his cape turning into a weird blur. More than being made from cloth, it looks like it’s made from pitch-black shadow or smoke.

I track him with [Perception] and [Redistribution] activates to full power, trying to absorb movement from the man and make him slow down. 

Surprisingly, it doesn’t work; it’s like my skill is slipping on him, unable to grab him.

I release more mana into the area and continue to observe his skill while he is dodging cones of kinetic energy. When I have a grasp on his mana, I send a pulse of [Resonance] into the area, and finally, [Redistribution] takes a grip on him, slowing his body to a crawl; his strength isn’t enough to fight against it.

I push myself closer and direct a strong kick at him while more shadow-like substance forms in his hand, and he stabs at me. I don’t dodge and just create a shield-like barrier in front of the attack. It cracks after getting hit, but that’s when my kick hits him and sends him crashing against the chimney nearby.

The man bounces off the chimney, leaving cracks in it, and a more shadow-like substance surrounds him, shaping into spikes that stab at me as I rush at him again.

Another pulse of [Resonance], modified especially against the man, dissolves the attack, and I kick him again, sending him rolling on the roof.

While doing so, I again have this weird feeling and grip the sword in my hand tighter, disrupting whatever he is trying to do.

“Nice one,” I can hear the smile in his voice as he stops rolling after my kick and stands up.

The shadow-like substance that separated from his body as I kicked him, now like smoke behind me, becomes dense again and another spike is created, stabbing at my head from behind.

Such a funny guy.

I pull the Ethercrystal Shortsword from the scabbard and slash against the attack, the white crystal blade turning black and absorbing the mana. At the same time, I change the setting on my Mana Regulator, and nearly all my mana is automatically used through the Reinforcement construct to strengthen my body.

I enter deep [Focus] to be able to handle my increased speed, and the world around me turns into a blur. I reach the man so quickly that he doesn’t even have time to react as I grab his hand and absorb my own kinetic energy to stop the inertia of my movement.

The man shows amazing reflexes and activates multiple skills: shadow-like spikes, his body becomes stronger, and he tries to use something similar to when I’m using [Tether].

Shadow spikes reach my body, and I don’t even dodge, watching them stop and only slightly poke my skin, unable to reach further into my body that is boosted by the entirety of my mana.

I disrupt his attempts to teleport and even send disrupting mana into his body, making him lose control over his skills.

In a last-ditch effort, he pulls out a dagger and tries to stab at me. This time I dodge, break his arm and take the fallen dagger from the ground.

“Give it back,” he hisses. His voice different from before.

Oh, you’re not so confident and funny anymore?

Holding his hand, I swing his body and smash it against the ground, still somewhat careful to not kill him. 

A painful groan escapes his mouth from under the black cape over his head which falls down, revealing ashen gray hair. Then one swift kick sends him crashing against the same chimney again.

Damn, that chimney is sure catching strays.

I look at the dagger in my hand:

Painweaver (Epic): Infused with lethal toxins from the deadliest creatures, a single scratch delivers a potent neurotoxin that can fell even the hardiest of foes, inducing symptoms of extreme pain, disorientation, and eventual paralysis.

“Oh, that’s kind of harsh of you, trying to stab me with it,” I say to the groaning man on the ground while putting the dagger away after surrounding it with some mana.

Another epic item for my growing collection. Something tells me it shouldn’t be so easy to get them.

The man in front of me is very skilled; I can imagine him causing crazy trouble to people with his teleport, stealth, and epic-graded dagger. Especially that weird skill that allowed him to take the sword away from me. That one is really dangerous.

“Are you the guild master of one of the 5, erm, 4 big guilds?” I ask him.

While waiting for his answer, I think: what would have happened if he tried to kill me instead of stealing my sword? It’s not a problem anymore, as I already know what to watch for, but back then it could have been dangerous. I believe I would have noticed it sooner if he had gone after my life instead of the sword, but still, that skill is quite something.

“Give me back my dagger,” he hisses again as he stands up, his body swaying from side to side.

He sounds young, a bit older than me, but who knows how old he actually is; he could easily be a few hundred years old.

“Give it back, you bitch!” he shouts.

Well, maybe he really is young.

I watch as his body turns into a blur, with smoky shadow-like mana surrounding him again, and he moves quickly, almost like smoke.

My mana projectiles pass through his body, as do flames and the kinetic energy cone. Even my physical attack. The entire time, spike-like attacks and projectiles continue to smash against my body. They are strong, quick, and deadly, drawing blood in places even with my body strengthened to a terrifying degree. 

But that’s all.

He tries to confuse me with his weird skill and I shrug it off. 

He tries to surprise me by teleporting behind me and gets a swift kick to his chest instead of hitting me. 

He compresses a lot of mana and shadows into a single attack that I cut through with my hand covered in resonating mana. 

And even pulls out two more daggers that get covered in red mana. They seem to have an effect that tries to paralyze me, a weaker version of his epic weapon. Most likely rare weapons.

Having had enough, I send another pulse of disruptive mana at him and grab him by the neck. When I check, his hand is already healed, the one I broke. Skills? Tattoo? Item?

I throw him against the chimney once more, and the chimney finally cracks.

Good, I was getting weirded out by how durable it was.

My ability to disrupt mana really feels like cheating against some opponents. But it’s fine; they can suffer the same way I did on the third floor against the duo of mana hunters.

“I think it would be annoying if I killed you,” I squat in front of the man, “but I will be taking the dagger as payment for you trying to steal from me.”

“Are you dumb? Do you even have any idea how much something like that is worth? There are just over ten epic items in the entire Virelia!” he shouts at me.

Huh, he is quite hotheaded for an assassin-like type, isn’t he? 

I take one of his rare daggers and break it just with the strength of my body boosted with my mana. 

I do it because he annoyed me.

Afterwards I let him strengthen his body again as he tries to attack me one more time and kick, sending him flying against another chimney.

After that, I walk back to where I left Myrra.

 







 

“Feral one, are you actively trying to make things difficult for yourself?”

“Look, he asked for it, and how the hell is someone like that even a guild master?”

“Lorven, the guildmaster of Veilwalkers, is young, but extremely talented and with a powerful skill. There’s even a rumor his guild has a few pieces of epic equipment.”

Myrra pauses as I put the man’s dagger on the table, and she inspects it, “It’s his dagger, isn’t it?” she asks.

“Yup.”

“Are you going to return it?” she asks.

“Probably, for a price. Assholes like him would be too annoying to deal with if they went against my group. Can you handle it? Ask a lot of money from him to get it back, and you can keep 20 percent of it,” I tell her.

“Fifty percent,” Myrra says shamelessly and takes the dagger, “and I will get as much as possible.”

Looking at her, she probably doesn’t even need the money but does it just for the fun of it.

“Fine,” I tell her.

Myrra continues to quietly think while observing the long sharp dagger in her hands; the blade’s color slightly shifts from pitch black to light gray as the light falls on it.

“There are very few epic items in the entire Virelia, around two-thirds owned by lynthari and one-third by humans. And now there are you and Obelia, who both brought back a few epic items each if I’m right in my calculations.” Her golden eyes move from the dagger back to me, then to the sword I hold, and then to the mana stone that is in the inner pocket under my clothes.

“Things will become interesting,” Myrra’s tail swings again as she says so.

Annoying, I want to correct her, but I give up.

Well, it’s time for me to bullshit my way through all of this. “Angry Kittens will become one of the big five,” I tell Myrra.

Lorven is easy to deal with as my skills counter him, Obelia seems to overestimate my level because of the amount of mana I possess. With a bit of luck, the other two guild masters will be the same, and I will troll the entire Virelia into thinking I’m the biggest dog there before I become strong enough to deal with all of them at once.

I ignore Myrra’s excited reaction and interrupt her, “So, I would like to meet with every guild master. Talk a bit, maybe make some deals.”

Or maybe beat them up. Funnily enough, showing strength often works best in these situations. Just enough for them not to want to mess with me. They are all over 200, but I’m not that worried. I’m long since used to fighting opponents of a much higher level, and my skill set makes me really versatile. My constructs, kinetic and thermal energy, disrupting mana, boosting my body with a stupidly large amounts of mana, my high ability to detect stuff, and concentrate.

I don’t have any glaring weaknesses, so I trust myself that I can do it.

But only that much wouldn’t be enough. They could try to kill me secretly, join together to do so, or threaten me by hurting my group. So there’s one more thing I can do.

“I have an offer for them,” I say to Myrra.

They are human, and human needs are easy to read. I just need to dangle a shiny, nice thing in front of them. Something they won’t be able to get without my full help. Something that will be much more valuable to them than just messing with me.

“Tell them I will kill the Living Tree.” That simple sentence makes Myrra shut up entirely and stare at me with her mouth open, in the middle of the sentence, “And Myrra, please, explain to them what it means.” They will move how I want, and I will milk this floor dry, “If the Calamity is dead, all the stuff in the old capital will be for us to take.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Did you know that Book 2 ended around chapter 207? I didn’t, up until today, lol! Book 1 is 150k words, and Book 2 ended up being around 200k words, and I’m already about 90k words into Book 3, while patrons are about 70k words ahead of you guys.

Some of you have already noticed, but we have a new cover that will be used for Book 2. It’s Nathaniel during the end of the 3rd floor. Some of you can probably guess the scene.

 

Here is the link with higher quality picture: https://i.imgur.com/Jilkrme.png
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The artist I’m working with is creating a second version of this picture - with slightly changed clothes and sword - and I will share it with you when it’s done.

 

Thank you for all the reviews and comments I got this week. I love some theories you make, and it’s fun to read them. Oh, and thank you for all the edit suggestions!

If you haven’t done so yet, please consider leaving a rating or review.

Have a nice weekend!
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Chapter 211 - Spellsmith


                “You can’t be serious, feral one. This is not something that’s simple to do, nor is it something to joke about.” Myrra waves her hand, gesturing at something.

I stay silent.

“A Calamity can’t be killed, and it doesn’t matter if it’s The Colony, The Living Tree, or The Fallen Hero. None of them can be killed by us, not anymore.”

I continue to listen.

“Do you even have any idea how many times we have tried? Even before I was born, there were hundreds of attempts, yet every single one failed, leaving us weaker and weaker. No one will join you and…”

“I will kill it alone.”

She pauses, and the air becomes heavy, the silence taking over the room. Her eyes seem to be trying to bore holes into my head.

“Obviously, I need some time to prepare. Most likely several months for preparations, and then help to get there. After that, everyone can leave.” I return her gaze and notice that she’s looking at my veins, my chest, my eyes.

Is she trying to gauge if I’m lying, to see if my pulse has increased?

“Feral one, I do think you are powerful, but what you’re saying is… impossible. Moreover, you’ve already annoyed multiple powerful people, and they’ll see it as you dangling a promise you don’t intend to keep, just to buy some time from their revenge.”

“Then just help me set up a meeting with these people and let them decide after hearing me out. That much should be simple to do,” I shrug my shoulders.

I watch as Myrra’s tail sways from side to side, this time in an annoyed manner. Damn, I really want to touch that tail and pull on it.

“How do you plan to kill the Living Tree?” she asks me.

I stay quiet, and Myrra seems to grow even more annoyed.

It’s quite funny, to be honest. No matter how much she likes to observe people and their reactions to surprises or new things, she gets annoyed if she doesn’t understand or can’t control something. I think that’s a trait many powerful people share – people not used to being denied or not being in control.

“Just imagine, Myrra. The old capital without the Calamity defending it. All the items, all the riches, all that history. I’m sure some powerful people escaped with their items, but our last expedition showed that there’s still plenty left,” I tap on my chest pocket where I’m hiding a mana core sphere and gesture at the sword I hold.

I’m curious if that might interest her. She has some nice items and likes to wear expensive clothes and jewelry.

I watch her a bit longer and then change my mind, no, I don’t think that’s what she would want. Myrra wants something else.

“Imagine living during the era when one of the Calamities fell. You being one of the few lynthari that helped with that,” I lower my voice to a whisper and move a bit closer to her, “maybe we could even do it secretly, without other lynthari knowing,” I say.

She is dead silent, with neither her tail nor her ears moving. She just stares at me, her breathing speeding up almost imperceptibly, but I can see it while in my [Focus].

“Myrra, can you imagine yourself coming to the other lynthari after everything is done and telling them the Calamity is dead?” my voice is so quiet I can barely hear it, but I’m sure she can, “Imagine observing all those lynthari. Most of them hundreds of years old, experienced, bored. Imagine all of them reacting – shocked, panicking, curious, annoyed, angered. All of them.”

Her eyes are dreamy, her mouth slightly open.

“And then there’s you, Myrra, a lynthari who helped make it happen. Who saw it happen.” I whisper in her ear, “And I’ll be there with you. A human who accomplished all of that, walking by your side, treating you with respect, complimenting you, saying that it would be impossible without…”

Out of nowhere, she shoves me away, and I absorb my inertia to make myself stop before hitting the wall.

Myrra is staring at me. She’s breathing heavily, audibly enough for me to hear. Her tail is oddly twisted, and her ears are lowered.

“Dangerous, you are very dangerous, feral one,” she displays her sharp canines, as if ready to attack me. Her mana is swirling wildly.

Before I can say anything else, she swiftly turns to leave, “I’ll think about it and will let you know in a few days!”

Myrra disappears, almost as if running away.

 



 

I’ve always been good at reading people. There are certain feelings that I read well, and some not as much. Sometimes I detect a feeling they have, but I can’t comprehend it.

For instance, there’s Min-Jae. I know he views me somewhat like an older brother; he looks up to me to the point where I’ve noticed him observing my movements and mimicking some of my behaviors. He adopts a similar stance, tries to have a similar haircut, or wears clothes akin to mine. He constantly observes me, as if trying to learn.

Min-Jae admires me. I can discern that much, but I don’t understand why.

Sure, I’m stronger than him, and I’m also handsome, not to mention the high amount of the best stat that I possess. But I’m also moody, arrogant, and at times so erratic that I’ve been labeled a psychopath or sociopath on multiple occasions. I’m petty, obsessive when I focus on something… perhaps I should stop, I’m beginning to feel bad.

So yes, some parts of me are far from desirable. Yet the naive boy, even aware of these traits, continues to envy me, a sentiment confirmed by his sub-class.

I can read people, and even attempt to manipulate them a bit, but I do so infrequently. And unlike Tess or Izzy, I’m not as formidable.

It was enjoyable to see Myrra react the way I anticipated. Given her reaction, I should expect her visit in a few days, but before that, I’ll take some time away from group 4. I’ll also avoid the community and just unwind.

Once more, I blend into the crowds and head toward the nearest giant tree.

 



 

Giant trees are colossal disappointments. 

Hehe. 

Anyway, they’re merely… well, big trees. They contain no mana I could feel, aren’t sentient, and even their wood isn’t special aside from being harder than a normal tree. There are some houses on certain branches, and to be honest, they look impressive. I’m quite wealthy currently; the number of valuables Serpent’s Eye was able to obtain is astounding, so perhaps I should purchase one.

I step away from the tree and close my eyes for a moment.

It’s already dark, and the ruins of whatever they once were are once again visible in the orbit, and a warm wind blows through the mostly empty streets. Colorful soft lights are glowing all around, creating a fantastical atmosphere. The leaves of the giant tree gently sway in the weak wind, and the city is pleasantly quiet.

Deciding not to sleep during my off-group-4 days, I delve deeper into the city.

After a few more minutes of walking, I stop in front of one of the buildings, sensing interesting mana movement inside of it.

The side of the building is open, offering an entrance inside to what looks like a simple workshop. Even though it’s so late, it’s open, and an older human man is working inside.

Led by curiosity, I enter, and the moment I step into the area, the crystal I notice nearby detects my presence and sends a signal toward the bracelet on the man’s hand.

“Just a moment,” he shouts from the inside, continuing to work on something on the table I can’t see because of his back.

While observing the way he moves his mana, I wait.

It takes thirty minutes, and only then does he sigh and step away from the item. He then takes another one, about to get back to work, but that’s when I let out a cough, and he turns around, surprise evident on his face.

Did he really forget about me?

“Oh, I totally forgot about you!” he exclaims, an unapologetic smile on his face.

He takes a step towards me, an older man with graying hair, thin and moving slowly.

[Spellsmith - lvl 78]

“So what do you want, young man?” There’s a hint of impatience I can discern in his voice. He surely wants to get back to working on the item.

“You made a mistake while working on that item,” I tell him.

He tilts his head in surprise and then laughs, “There’s no way. Do you know how many items…”

I interrupt him, “You were aiming to turn the mana stone into a heater, but when you activated it to test it, the heat wasn’t continuous but was sent in pulses.”

That gets a laugh out of him and a curious look my way, “Young man, that’s on purpose. Can you imagine how much mana it would consume if it continuously radiated heat? Like this, the effectiveness is reduced by half, but it can be powered with less than half as much mana.”

He gestures at me and leads me towards the heating mana stone on the table, “People usually don’t have as much mana as you might think, so even that is plenty,” the old man points at the stone, and I touch it, observing the circuits he etched.

They’re similar to when I play around with mana stones, or when trying to create coordinates, or what I did to get through the barrier.

“Wouldn’t efficiency be even better with a higher value mana stone?” I ask. The stone he’s using is one of the cheapest ones.

“It would,” he nods, “but it would also be much more expensive and take longer.”

“Longer?” I ask.

“Obviously longer. The better the mana stone, the harder it is to work with them, to force your circuits and etch them inside. More valuable stones have some resistance, and it’s hard to infuse your mana into them and then even harder to etch the pathways.”

He puts a few stones on the table. The highest value ones could be around ten thousand dollars’ worth back on Earth and lowest value one only a few dollars.

“This one is what we usually work with. There are maybe five people who can work on more expensive ones given enough preparation and a few months of time. I think one of the best is a man called Elydor, so try looking for him if you want to learn more. There are also very few people who can even work on this one,” he shows me the one worth ten thousand dollars, “and I’m one of them.”

“I see, it really sounds respectable,” I answer him.

The entire time, I think. I did work on the mana stone that Obelia gave me. I don’t even know how much it was worth, but surely much more than the one I took from Hadwin and Tess. The ones I took from them were worth one or two hundred thousand dollars. Yet I was able to work with them.

Is this why Obelia gave me such weird looks?

I take out one of my mana stones, the one worth ten thousand dollars, and put it in front of the man, “So how would you usually work on it? Let’s say I want to make a heating stone from it.”

“Well, young man, I would call you dumb and ask you why you need a heating stone that only people with terrifyingly high mana can feed and why you need to heat up or burn an entire house,” he smiles at me while reaching towards the stone and gestures for me to watch.

The older man is not careful at all; there isn’t even a speck of distrust, nor is he worried about the mana stones he put on the table.

He just seems genuinely happy to talk about his craft and share some knowledge.

“You seem to be well off, so forgive me for actually taking your word and showing you how it works on something so wasteful,” he seems excited.

“Not a problem,” I answer him.

I know that the moment we etch the circuits, it will be difficult to use the stone for anything else. It’s impossible to delete them and start over with the stone. You can only build on what’s already etched or scratch it, leaving imperfections on the stone. That’s something I have learned from my testing.

Curious to see how it’s traditionally done, I watch as he does it, carefully and precisely, doing calculations where I did it by feel. He explains how some things change from stone to stone and identifies the imperfections each stone has and how to avoid the most common ones.

He shares all his knowledge without any worry in the world, voicing things I was always curious about and explaining things I had noticed and how they usually work around them.

Where I was guided by feel and by what I learned from ruining mana stones, he follows knowledge.

Not noticing the passage of time, we spend hours working on the stone, changing it, improving it, and clashing in our opinions, and I would like to say that I have shown him something new, just as he taught me a lot. I absorb all that knowledge, and it doesn’t even feel forced. For me, it’s fun the same way moving mana is. I’m creating something new, something with my own powers.

When I finally notice the passage of time, it’s already morning. We spent the entire night working on the mana stone, and in the end, it’s not just a simple heater.

“Well, if it isn’t the most efficient heating stone there ever was,” he giggles excitedly like a small child.

Thermal Mana Core (rare): A refined variant of its lesser counterpart, this mana crystal boasts expertly crafted circuits. When filled with mana, it emanates a warmth, enhancing its heat-transmuting capabilities.

The stone we worked on now can extremely efficiently turn mana into heat. Where smaller stones waste around 40% of mana, this one wastes only around 5%.

Another thing is that it can handle much more mana, and someone with a big enough mana pool most likely can use it to melt iron or burn an entire building. It’s like gaining a fire skill of their own; the only disadvantage is that that person would be in the heat as well.

“Thank you,” I answer honestly. I have learned a lot from the old man.

I put two mana stones of the same value we worked on, on the table, and he immediately starts complaining.

“No, no, I can’t take it, that’s too much. Just…” he says, seemingly embarrassed.

“I’m rich,” I tell him simply.

He stops in shock, staring at me like I’m some weird animal, and then starts laughing.

“In that case, I would like one more,” the old man says cheekily.

Oh, I quite like him.

“Two more, and I’ll be taking some of your smaller stones,” I say as I put out two more mana stones.

“Deal,” he says, a smile still on his face.

            


Chapter 212 - Young lynthari


                Virelia during the morning is different from the night. The colorful lights turn off and people return to the streets, filling them with life. Humans are everywhere, going about their lives, merchants open their shops, and couples walk around holding hands.

And there are those annoying lynthari once again.

“Oh my, look at him. His expression!” A group of lynthari surrounds me and one of the women starts gushing.

“Isn’t he annoyed? I would swear he was about to roll his eyes,” another one says.

As always, they are weird, yet they do not touch me; they don’t force me to do anything. They are just annoying.

“His eyes are pretty,” another one says.

Should I find a way to change their color? Maybe Lily can do it for me.

“I’m sorry, I have something to do, so…” I tell them.

“I would translate that as: Can you fuck off already?” one of them says, making the others laugh, seemingly not minding it at all.

Then I make a mistake. I release some of my mana to show them my level and exert pressure on them. It’s not an attack, at most something like baring teeth or hissing. And oh boy, that makes them even more excited.

“Oh my, so cute!” one of the lunatics exclaims. She doesn’t care that she is the lowest level out of her group and I could kill her with a single attack. 

She’s like a fool calling a black bear a dawg and wanting to pet it. I guess that’s what the unspoken rule of never hurting lynthari does to you.

Not seeing any other option, I use my skill to push myself high onto the roof and escape. My most dangerous weakness, extroverts, still exist and this time it’s an entire race of those weirdos.

Maybe the system is doing it on purpose. Maybe this is the second trial of Beyond masked as the 4th floor. That’s how dangerous extroverted beings are. It’s unnatural to be so friendly and talkative. There was some mistake in evolution and something went terribly wrong for something like this to happen. 

And it’s still morning, like, what the heck. Be sleepy and grumpy like normal people after waking up.

Sending my senses into the area, I notice a signature I haven’t felt so far and, led by curiosity, I move a bit closer towards its source.

When I get closer, I’m surprised to see a lynthari, but this time, this lynthari is just a small kid. A girl even shorter than me, the first child of that race I’ve seen. She has red hair and a tail and ears of the same color. Unlike adults, her tail is even fluffier, and she walks on the street alone, without any worry in the world.

Like a wild animal, she senses my gaze and her eyes locate me nearly immediately. Her eyes are piercingly blue.

[Riftwalker - lvl 87]

The lynthari girl smiles at me and takes a step, disappearing from where she stands and reappearing behind me, stepping out of a gouge in the air that is filled with darkness.

“Hello!” she says, showing her sharp canines.

So, how the heck does a level 87 have a teleporting skill? I thought stuff like that was illegal. Is the system playing favorites here?

“Hello,” I answer awkwardly, to her amusement.

“How old are you?” she asks.

Huh, that’s a weird question, isn’t it? “Twenty-one,” I tell her, seeing no reason to lie.

“Ha! I’m twenty-nine so I’m older! You have to call me boss now!”

For a moment I fight against the confusion that hits me. The what? How does that even work?

Still, she’s the first child lynthari I’ve seen and her teleporting skill is interesting, so I give in and decide to go with the flow, “I apologize for my rudeness! I will call you boss from now on!” I tell her.

The young lynthari seems surprised but then happy, and she excitedly nods her head, her red hair flying around. She seems too happy, as if plenty of people already rejected to call her that and as if she expected me to do so as well.

“Good!” she then pauses, embarrassed, probably not thinking that far, “Huh, what now,” she whispers quietly under her breath.

“Boss, I’m hungry. Will you buy a meal for me? It’s a master’s job to take care of their underlings.” I can’t help but to want to bully this little girl. Someone gotta pay for all the weird lynthari around.

As expected, the young lynthari doesn’t seem to have any mana stones on her. I sensed that much while scanning her. She falls silent, opening and closing her mouth like a goldfish, too ashamed to say it out loud.

I let it go on for a bit longer and then decide that it’s enough, “I apologize for the confusion, obviously, I will pay. Things like that aren’t something a boss should do.”

“Obviously you should pay. Are you dumb or something, underling?” the lynthari child immediately shakes her head, acting all mature, something she probably learned from observing others, yet can’t fully apply.

Even though she might be close to thirty, she’s just a child. But that won’t stop me from observing her skill. It might help me improve my [Tether].

So, I jump down from the roof and observe as she teleports with me, and then we continue on so I can get my breakfast.

It takes much longer than expected; the young lynthari is extremely picky and sniffs with a sharp nose like an animal, rating the smell from each restaurant. But in the end, we find one. 

The prices are sky-high, but I’m rich, thanks to Elydor. May the gods bless his soul and revive him one day.

So I can kill him again.

“You are different from other dumb humans,” the redheaded lynthari says. Her piercing blue eyes observe me once in a while, “you feel weird.”

“I apologize, boss.”

“But you paid for breakfast so it’s fine.”

“Thank you, boss.”

“But actually, that’s something underlings like you should do, so I don’t need to thank you.”

“I apologize, boss.”

“But you are my first underling, so maybe it’s fine?”

“Thank you, boss,” I say.

Every time I call her ‘boss’, her smile becomes bigger and bigger, even though she tries to hide it. Somehow I can’t even get too annoyed.

Unlike adults, kids are something I can’t bring myself to treat too harshly. Little Isabella is living proof of that after I ended up with her on the third floor. There’s some sort of naivety, shine, and goodness that I find in most children. Or maybe I’m just treating them nicely because I also wish I was treated well while being a child. I don’t know. I’m a weirdo.

Still, it won’t stop me from teasing them a little bit! “Boss, if you allow me, I would like to recommend you something,” I say carefully.

“Sure, underling! Go ahead. I allow you to do so!” the little redhead lynthari folds her arms on her chest and leans backward on the chair.

Oi, it will rain into your nose if you lift it higher, you silly kid.

“I’m not saying the boss isn’t majestic, but I think you could even improve on that if you allow me to help,” I pause and look at her with a question.

Barely able to hide her curiosity, she nods, her big eyes glued to me.

So silly.

I continue, this time in a whisper, “I heard about a boss from ancient times. A most powerful redhead lynthari woman…”

“Oh, like me!” she interrupts me, showing her hair.

“No boss, your hair is even more stunning!” I say, and that makes her open her mouth slightly as she listens to me, mesmerized, “She ruled over the entire city. The biggest boss of all.” I create a dramatic pause, “I heard she had one word she liked to say after every sentence, making all the people jealous and amazed by her.”

“Underling, tell me! Tell me what that word was immediately!” she stops leaning against the chair and stands up.

I pause for a dramatic effect. “Nya,” I then say in a somber tone, “Boss, that word was ‘nya’ and she said it after every sentence. Impressing her underlings and her enemies as well.” I finish up.

Surely she won’t eat that up.

“I like it, underling, I really do! Good job, nya!” she says, and the way she pronounces this word with her youthful voice makes it sound extremely cute and silly at the same time.

Oh boy, am I having too much fun now? Is it because of my good mood from last night and experimenting with mana stones?

“Exactly boss! You are a talent.” I tell her.

“Of course I am, nya!” she says and pauses, “I like it, I really do, nya!” she continues.

I reach out and take a sip of water.

“I can’t wait to do it in front of my grandma, nya!”

Oh yes, do it. I just wish I could be there to see it! Huhu! I’m so evil. I take another sip of my drink while the young lynthari continues to excitedly repeat the word.

“Maybe I can have granny order everyone to never use that word so only I will, nya!”

Huh? Order everyone?

“It would be easy with dumb humans, nya. Oh, not you, underling, you aren’t dumb, nya! But other lynthari might not want to listen and try to steal the word from me, nya, nya!”

Oh no.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. Grandma will beat them up if they don’t! She did it before, so all lynthari listen to her now, nya!”

Hehe. Maybe I should leave quickly.

Thankfully she turns to me, “I’ll be going now, underling, nya! I will find you soon!”

As she teleports away, I don’t even observe her skill. I watch the place where she disappeared from.

This can’t be good.

This is when I decided I’d had enough of the city and decided to go back to our house. I check if there is any tracker on me, I use [Resonance] a few times, strengthen my Mantle, and quickly buy some stuff from the shops.

I already have plenty of etched mana stones for examining, but I buy multiple kinds of mana-conductive paint, some metals that seem to be able to be etched with mana circuits, a few more items that use mana stones to function, and other stuff the old man recommended.

In the end, I spend a lot, but back at the house, there is much more. All the stuff Elydor left us so gracefully. I wish he never died.

So I could kill him again, maybe while having Lily heal him constantly.

Plus, there are some valuables from the Champion’s house that we plan to put into the auction to get as much as possible.

The plan is to finish the coordinates deal with Sophie and hopefully be able to buy another epic passive. If I don’t have enough, I can sell some items until I get there. After that, I will start working on my plan to kill The Living Tree.

I already know how I will do it and how to get to that point; it will just take some time.

There’s no speck of doubt I will be able to do it. In the same way I hate Elydor - I hope we both will get reborn and meet once again one day.

Well, the same way as that guy, I hate the Living Tree. I haven’t forgotten about the time we spent down in the tunnels, and even though I was deep in [Focus], I remember the faces of other members of my group and some of the feelings I had.

I will kill that tree. I don’t care about Valorplate or the Colony, not even the mystery of the 4th Calamity or stuff in the orbit.

The tree will go down.

Getting closer to our house on top of the hill, I sense weaker threads of Sophie’s web reaching even beyond the house and its garden. They are barely noticeable, yet functional. Her web has improved by leaps and bounds. It is stronger and more delicate at the same time, and there are even some fake-outs, hidden detections, and even some weak attacks that will activate under some conditions.

So I spend one hour standing outside the house, observing the web, obviously.

(Damn it, please come in already. I can feel your probing and Lily keeps asking why you won’t come in and staring at you from the window on the second floor.) Sophie says in my mind after I allow her to create a link. When I look at the mentioned window, I really see Lily’s face, hiding behind the drapes and staring at me.

(Tell her I said hello and that I can see her,) I tell Sophie, and soon she does just that because Lily jumps backward, probably falling down and pulling the drape down with her as I see it tearing and disappearing.

(Anyway, the guild master of Storm Brigade came here yesterday, and she should be coming here today. She came personally, saying that she would like to talk with you,) I get the info as I move towards the door.

Interesting, so Obelia is looking for me. She probably hasn’t heard anything yet from Myrra, so what does she want from me?

Well, I’ll see soon enough.

            


Chapter 213 - Bullied


                “Oh, you are back,” Lily says the moment I enter the house, holding her hands behind her back.

It’s almost amazing how shameless she is acting.

“Lily, I saw…” I start.

“Oh, I didn’t see you coming. Welcome back.” she interrupts, and we both fall silent.

I open my mouth to say something.

“Healing,” Lily says, quietly coughing, as if trying to mask saying that, and I stop.

“Hehe, it’s nice to see you, Lily, for the first time in a few days!” I say instead, and with a giggle, she turns around.

“That creepy woman, Obelia, was looking for you. Is she annoying you? I can scare her off with [Disintegration],” she says while walking towards the living room, and I follow her.

I give it a little bit of thought. Maybe I should be a bit nicer to Lily. To get on her good side the same way I’m getting on Biscuit’s. Maybe she will also become extremely powerful the way the Absolute candidate, Biscuit, does.

“Lily, don’t disintegrate people just because they are a bit annoying,” Tess shouts from the living room.

“But Tess, she is bullying Nat!” Lily defends herself.

“As if, she is most likely scared of him and wants to have a good relationship with him,” Tess says as we enter the room.

“Another reason to disintegrate her,” Lily whispers under her breath, but I hear it.

Oh boy. This is getting scary.

“Asshole!” Izzy immediately comes and jumps into my arms, even though we haven’t seen each other in just a few days. Her skill, as so often before, reaches out to me and examines my emotions.

“You seem in a good mood, something good happened?” she asks, letting go and returning to Sophie, who waves at me.

“I improved my skills,” I tell her before Lily gets the wrong idea, and then I move towards the armchair in the corner.

Before I sit down, I can hear Lily whispering to Izzy, “Is he telling the truth?” and Izzy nods innocently in response.

Okay, let’s never become weaker than Lily. I mean, never ever. Things could get dangerous if something like that happens.

“Anything interesting happened while I was gone?” I ask as I sit opposite Tess.

“Well, you heard about Obelia already and not much else. We sorted the items and are mostly taking it a bit slower, getting some rest after the expedition. In a few days, we will start going to hunt again, and we plan to test the items we got. Especially the three epic ones,” she says.

She grabs some weird fruit from the table and takes a bite, “I want us to level up as much as possible, both levels and skill levels.” Tess then puts the fruit down, “I don’t like this one,” she turns back to me, “We are quite rich, Nat, so we are looking into auctions and some expensive items that we could buy and continue to use. We are also paying a lot for as much information on Calamities as possible.”

I also grab fruit from the table, a different kind than Tess’s, and take a bite. It tastes good, so I quickly finish it up, and when I look around, there aren’t more of them.

“I will continue to practice with Sophie, and I made a deal with Myrra, so she will be coming in a few days,” I tell her.

“What kind of deal?”

“I will kill the Living Tree in a few months,” I say, and that’s when I notice that everyone else is silent and looking at me, “I already know how I will do it, so I just need some time to prepare. In exchange, I will have people stop annoying us and maybe a little bit of support. Now that I think about it, I might have to beat one or two guild masters, but that much isn’t a problem.”

“I see,” Tess says.

“That’s it? ‘I see’? Tess, he just said he wants to kill that tree alone!” Lily rushes towards us, looking between me and Tess, “I know you are strong, but that thing…” she shudders, most likely remembering the darkness of the tunnels.

“Nat wouldn’t say it without a reason, Lily, and I’m sure he will tell us a bit more. He likes to act mysterious,” Tess says calmly.

Wow, that’s a bit annoying, isn’t it?

That’s when I hear Biscuit shout at me. He uses a word I’ve never heard him use before.

(Bitch!) Biscuit shouts happily while hovering in the air and moving towards me from upstairs.

“Biscuit, what did you just say?” I look around, and there is one person that is avoiding my eyes. A petite black-haired girl, “Lily?” I ask her.

“Maybe I called Obelia like that once or twice, and Biscuit…” she says quietly.

What are you teaching the doggo? I mean, what the heck!

“Biscuit, don’t use that word ever again, okay?” I say as I grab him from the air and pull him closer to my chest.

He looks at me and tilts his head a bit while his tongue is sticking out a little.

(Bi…)

“No! Don’t say it!” I shake him a bit, but he seems to like it.

(Bitch!) he shouts while I shake him. His eyes shine intelligently, and I don’t know if he really doesn’t know or just enjoys bullying me.

A scary thought comes to my mind. Is it possible that Biscuit is learning from me? Not only skills but also somewhat copying my behavior? He learned mana arms before me, but that was so he could reach for food. He also learned telepathy, but that’s also so he could ask for more food. He then continued to improve his mana arms together with me.

Later, he started resisting my [Disruption] at the same time when I started experimenting with defending against such attacks.

I learned to float and somewhat fly, and he did so a bit later. Even his tentacles seem to be able to disrupt mana slightly similarly to my skill. And now this personality. Is he trying to bully me in the same way I like to bully him and others?

We can’t have that!

I shake him a bit more while pleading, but nothing helps. The cute corgi continues to shout his new favorite word while his eyes look as if he’s making fun of me.

Goddamn it, Biscuit.

 



 

Two days pass in peace. For an hour or two a day, I interact with others. I spend another three to five hours a day working with Sophie on coordinates, and I have a feeling that we are on a good way.

I also spend around three hours sleeping, and the rest of the day I use to practice my skills and inscribe mana stones with construct-like circuits. I don’t forget to examine the stones the old man gave me.

Sure, I could go and get some books with more theory, learn about inscribing stuff into mana stones and more about what works and what doesn’t, but there are a few problems with that.

The first one is that I just straight up hate studying and prefer learning stuff from practicing and repeating if possible. I don’t mind learning from my mistakes.

Another and the main reason is that I don’t want to be tied down by the knowledge they have and their perception of what is and is not possible. From talking with the old man, I did learn that one of the best, and probably the best enchanter or inscriber, was Elydor, and in some ways, I’m already better than him.

In large part, it’s thanks to my skills that are really good for this kind of stuff.

[Perception] that allows me to perceive what’s happening inside of the stone. [Mana Manipulation] allows me to move mana with the delicacy that is needed for this kind of work.

[Mana Domain] creates a small field around the stone I work on, increasing my control over the mana even further.

[Mana Infusion] thanks to which I can push my mana even inside higher-quality mana stones that people usually have trouble with.

[Resonance] to inscribe it all inside and most importantly, [Focus] that grants me nearly inhuman concentration, allowing me to keep switching between skills while keeping the construct from dissipating before I decide to inscribe it.

Oh, and there are also my constructs. They are something similar to inscribing the stones, but instead of using mana stones, I’m inscribing inside my body. Almost as if it’s an item.

Some might consider it a bit creepy, treating the body as if it’s an item, but I’m not like them. I don’t mind losing an arm or two; Lily can restore them. I can get hurt; it will heal, and I constantly push and abuse my body.

Similarly, I don’t mind throwing away items and don’t want to be tied to them; I partially don’t mind doing something similar to my body.

I cut off my thoughts and stretch my body while connecting to Sophie’s net. Just yesterday I learned how to do so without destroying it, and I even started helping her to improve it. Unlike her, I don’t know how to anchor the net and make it semi-permanent, so I just make some changes that she goes through and applies them.

It’s still fun, especially when Sophie gets annoyed as I keep finding small mistakes she didn’t notice.

Hmm, maybe she isn’t annoyed because of the mistakes but because of the way I tell her about them, but that’s her problem, isn’t it? If she doesn’t want me to make fun of her, she shouldn’t make mistakes in the first place.

I open my hand and look at the stone I was working on.

Thermal Mana Stone (uncommon): An azure mana crystal etched with intricate circuits. When infused with mana, it radiates a comforting warmth, a useful tool for those braving cold environments.

“I want to sell it,”

 

Do you really want to sell the following item for 20 shards?

Thermal Mana Stone (uncommon): An azure mana crystal etched with intricate circuits. When infused with mana, it radiates a comforting warmth, a useful tool for those braving cold environments.

Yes/No

 

I confirm, and the stone disappears from my hand, sold to the system shop.

In the past two days, I was able to create a few more of them and sell them. Unlike items we sell that come from the floor, the ones we create are sold for 50% of the amount we can buy them for.

Uncommon pieces of gear are usually around 40 shards, so getting 20 is 50%. When selling items we get from the floors, without working on their ratings, the amount of shards is much less.

For example, the epic equipment we got from the third floor is sold in the shop for around 4000 or more shards, and we can sell it for 200, which is 5%. Sometimes it’s 10% for some items.

I feel someone carefully touch Sophie’s net, and then there’s a hint of surprise. I send back something like a greeting, and that person uses the net to connect to me, and I let their voice sound in my head.

(You should have some locks and mana signature detections so people won’t be able to connect to your field,) the voice says calmly.

(Probably,) I send back and wait.

(I see. Can we talk? I came alone.)

(Sure, you can come into the house.) I finish and cut off the connection, then spring to my feet. I yawn, stretch, and then put on a shirt that I find comfortable and that has become my favorite one. 

I create a domain that reaches downstairs. Within that domain, I create an anchor and use [Tether] to teleport there. Immediately, I take a step and gently slap the back of Lily’s head that already waits there.

“No [Disintegration] allowed until I say so,” I say as I pass by her and open the door.

Obelia greets me with a short nod, and when I step to the side, she enters the house.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey, as promised, here is the new version of the Book 2 cover!
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Here is a link to a high-resolution picture:: https://i.imgur.com/sgREwt5.jpg



And here is a comparison of the new version versus the old version. Can you spot the differences? - https://i.imgur.com/bMDbF4h.jpg
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Chapter 214 - Five energies


                Obelia enters the house, and in the room, only Tess and I remain. Everyone else who is currently in the house is shooed away.

I enter the living room and, after gesturing to her, she sits on the couch. Both Tess and I sit opposite her.

Obelia looks around curiously, and somehow, she doesn’t seem to fit in here. She’s the guild master of one of the biggest 5, now 4, and maybe 5 again when I think about it.

“I could help you find a better place now that you will become one of the five big…”

“Nope,” I interrupt her, “I like it here.”

The house isn’t too big, so most of the rooms are occupied, and it feels full most of the time. But in a good way. It feels alive and cozy, and when I need privacy, I can just lock my room.

“I apologize for that. I also apologize for recommending you as one of the 5 guilds to Miss Myrra. I thought it would be something you would want,” Obelia says, and as I observe her, I don’t think she is lying.

“Well, I didn’t back then. I also got really mad at you, you know. So that’s something you should work on,” I tell her, and I notice that even Tess is somewhat surprised by my shamelessness.

Yet Obelia seems to have been expecting that and puts a box on the table.

Without much hesitation, I take it and open it. Inside, there are multiple high-quality mana stones, a few pieces of metal that seem to be extremely rare and mana-conductive, and a few other materials.

“I’m not angry anymore,” I tell her, and Obelia nods as if also expecting that.

She seems to understand me well. If you don’t cross the line, a lot of things can be fixed with me by giving me good stuff or some other helpful services.

“There will be an auction in a few months, the biggest one in the past ten years, and I can help you get some items or assist you in getting in,” she offers.

“Sounds good,” I don’t even have to think about it. The timing is also good. I should be able to finish working on the coordinates and probably shortly before or after the auction enter the second trial of Beyond.

“Storm Brigade would also like to establish a cooperative relationship with Angry Kittens,” she says the guild name in a much different way from Elydor, and that’s what I like.

No matter how silly it is, I don’t want other people to disrespect our guild name. Other people, other than me, obviously. Those three little twerps that picked it are still going to suffer a bit longer for that.

Damn, we could have had some amazing guild names like Biscuit and Friends or Nathaniel’s Underlings. And they stole it from me!

Anyway, I gesture at Obelia to continue.

“There isn’t much I would expect from you for now. We could cooperate once in a while. Trade. Meet once every few weeks or months. There would be no attacking between us or other similar actions. I’m asking also because there’s an expedition I have in mind.”

Obelia pauses for a while, and then after giving me a long examining look, she continues, “It’s something I would need Elydor for, but hesitated to have him join. He wasn’t exactly the right person to work with. You, on the other hand, I prefer much more and you seem to have a similar skill set to Elydor, and that’s what I need.”

This is also something that sounds interesting and could be fun to do.

“Okay, I have something else to do right now, but in a few weeks or months, we could talk about it more?” I look at her, “Is it time-limited?” When she shakes her head, I continue, “Good then, for now, you can give some information here to Tess or Hadwin, and we will check it out.”

They will check it out; I will be locked in my room experimenting.

“Will do so. Then there is another thing,” she turns and looks at Tess, “This young woman, you called her Tess, I would like to take her in as one of my apprentices.”

Oh? Isn’t that interesting? Did she like Tess’s lightning? Obelia’s class name is Stormshaper, so maybe.

The silence stretches, and only then do I realize that she is waiting for my answer.

“What? Just ask Tess, it’s not something up to me to decide.” For that answer, I get a curious look from Obelia and a small smile from Tess.

“I’m not saying no, but I would like to know first what it includes and why,” Tess says. She also seems to be curious.

“It’s quite simple. I already have two disciples, and you would be the third. The main reason for that is mostly to help you in hopes you will become stronger, and that way I will create a strong relationship with someone like that,” Obelia is honest as heck. I don’t know if that’s how she is or if she judges this to be what will be appreciated more.

“Sure, there are some things I would ask from you. Maybe we can work together to improve both of our skills. Light sparring. Observing your skills. In exchange, I would share information with you, some that you have no chance of learning anywhere else. Information about classes, requirements for stronger classes, training methods.” She is calm and doesn’t force anything.

“As for why, I saw you using lightning, and if I’m right, it could be lightning that is, or is close to being, one of the Primordial energies. I want to observe it, and I think it will help me a lot to do so.”

“These Primordial energies, I heard about them from Nat, but can you tell me how many there are and what they are?” Tess asks.

Back then, I was offered the Energy Conductor class, and there were Primordial energies mentioned: Thermal and Kinetic. To be honest, it still sounds strong as hell, and sometimes I think about what it would do to my class, but I still like my current one more.

“I’m not the right person to talk about it. There have been hundreds of people discussing them over hundreds of years. Theorizing and testing them. We just know for sure that they are called Primordial energies by the system. We don’t know how many there are. Some say that they are energies that create and influence the universe, others say they are just a categorization for energies you can control within the system, others say each energy has a being that rules over that energy.”

I notice that Tess is paying as much attention as I am. That’s good; it’s nice to have someone else that will try to find out more about them.

“There are five energies we know about, and there are most likely more, just rarer and not available for someone as low-level as us. We know about the lightning you probably possess, then there are thermal and kinetic,” she looks at me. Such an annoyingly perceptive and smart woman, “then there is gravitational and void energy.”

“What’s the difference between Primordial thermal energy and normal fire created by a skill?” I decide to interrupt Tess, who is about to ask something. But I’m just that curious.

“That’s hard to say with certainty. They are mostly more pure, and using them requires a deeper understanding of the energy than the skill offered by the system.”

“So maybe the Primordial energy is original, and the skill created by the system is a copy?” Tess asks.

“That’s a good way to put it, yes. But we don’t know for sure,” Obelia answers.

Silence ensues, and Tess offers to make tea for Obelia, to which she agrees. We spend some time waiting in silence while Tess makes the tea in the kitchen.

I continue to observe Obelia. She looks young, maybe around thirty. Her hair is pale brown, and her eyes are of a silver color with visible circuits that I bet have mana flowing through them. Her eyes are somewhat similar to Ruby’s. Most likely a trait of some sort.

Should I just ask her? Would it be considered very rude? I know if someone asked me that, I would tell him to fuck off and probably add a bit more.

“Was Elydor strong?” I ask instead, to her surprise.

“Elydor was strong, but probably the weakest of the five guild masters when it comes to combat. His specialty was creating items and inscribing. In that, he was probably the best in the city, and that skill made him one of the richest people in the city.”

That can mean only one thing.

I should have looted his mansion.

Damn it.

It also means that I can probably become similarly rich.

“Who is Myrra?” I ask another question.

“If she didn’t tell you, I will take it as it was her intention and will not tell you as well. I hope you understand.”

“I see.” Hmm, so someone high up there.

“Who is Lorven?”

“He is the guild master of Voidwalkers. He has a terrifying stealth skill, so be careful if you ever meet him. Thanks to that skill, he became strong at a really young age, and his guild is a smaller one but an elite force. There are rumors he often works with lynthari.”

Hmm, so it’s like Myrra said. Damn, isn’t my [Perception] quite amazing to see through it on the second try? I should look into that skill a bit more!

When Tess sits back on the couch after placing the tea in front of Obelia, I ask again, “How does lynthari leadership work?”

Obelia takes a sip of the tea and then looks at me for a while. For the first time, she seems genuinely curious.

“That’s something everyone somewhat powerful in the city knows,” she says carefully.

I just give her a blank stare, not falling into the trap and trying to come up with reasons why I don’t.

“There is a matriarch that has led the lynthari for hundreds or thousands of years already. She is the strongest being in the city by far. But she is quite hands-off and only acts if needed. Otherwise, there are some basic rules lynthari follow and rarely break. If they do, there is a special group of them that deals with it.”

“What are their rules?” I ask.

“We humans don’t know all of them. But there is most likely one for not killing humans without a strong reason, not forcing humans to do things, or not touching them if it seems like it’s against their wishes. There are more but nothing special. Older lynthari rarely deal with humans, so it’s mostly younger ones that we interact with.”

“What happens if you hurt or kill lynthari?” Tess asks Obelia.

“You die. There is an elite force of lynthari that deals with it. They investigate, they gather proof, and then they logically and methodically deal with you instead of being driven by anger. Lynthari can be really cruel if pushed there,” from the way she says it, something tells me it’s a notion that terrifies her.

We talk a bit more, and then I leave the room so she can converse more with Tess. Damn, lightning energy surely sounds cool. But I’m not jealous at all. I have two of them!

Surely having two Primordial energies is better than one, whatever the energies actually are. They are strong, and that’s enough for now.

I open the community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -anyone with Primordial energy?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) -huh, what is that?

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

Biscuit?!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - What, it sounds cool. I want one!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Amateurs.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Oh come on! Did you just want to show off?

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Nope.

I totally wanted to. It always makes one feel better to flex on some people. I should totally try to get lightning.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Oh, btw, fuck ants. Dude, I might hate them more than Cinderbear. The sound their legs make as they walk is creepy as fuck.

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) -Did you guys run away?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - You bet, Hadwin! I probably won’t be able to say more because of censorship, but fuck ‘em!

I let the poor people without Primordial energy talk, close the window, and quickly locate Biscuit.

The doggo somehow unlocked my door and is currently on my bed, burrowed in my blankets. He is staring into the air as if reading the Community, but as always, there’s the question of how. How does he type or read what others say?

I enter my room and stop in front of him.

But most importantly, “Biscuit? Do you have Primordial energy?”

(Food!) he shouts at me.

Oh boy.

“Which one is it? Thermal? Kinetic? Lightning? Void? Gravitational?” I continue to ask him, but he doesn’t react to any of them. Either he’s hiding which one he has, or… or he has a different one.

I get on the bed and lean my head closer to him, my nose almost touching his, “You have to tell me, Biscuit. I need to know!” My curiosity will kill me if he doesn’t!

(Food!) he just shouts happily and boops my nose with his, then he burrows himself under my blankets with only his head poking out.

 

            


Chapter 215 - Time heals all wounds


                A few more days pass, and I’m slowly getting used to it all.

I wake up after four hours of sleep. I practice while most of group 4 sleep, and then I practice a bit more while they have breakfast and make plans for hunts.

Then I go downstairs just before they leave, getting some important info and eating as well, and then I spend more hours in the big mana-shielded room under the house or in my room. If Biscuit is there, I tease him a bit while training, and if he’s not, I fully focus on experimenting with coordinates or new mana stones and materials I got from Obelia.

Sometimes I feel like going on a hunt for a bit, but decide against it. I keep reminding myself how terrible, in my eyes, people from Hard difficulty were in handling their stats or skills.

Even now, I’m by far the highest leveled member of our group and probably of our entire round of the tutorial, with only maybe Savant being close.

If I take into consideration the stats I got from active tempering, I’m at a high enough level to make the current Hell difficulty tutorial somewhat easy, with only Beyond or “bosses” of the Floors being the challenge. Hell, I beat up quite easily two guild masters from two out of the five big guilds, both of them over level 200.

The biggest boost for my strength I can currently get is the second epic passive skill, and I should be able to get it before the second Beyond trial.

Things are going quite well, and Sophie and I now spend a few hours every night working together. She doesn’t tell me, but I can see that her skills are improving as well, and one more thing also changes.

Sophie was right, and me treating her this way also makes others feel a bit more relaxed. I see them talking with her more and without constant worry about her skill. Sophie is trying to hide it, but I can see Izzy happily smiling while reading Sophie’s emotions, so that’s quite telling how she feels.

It also translates into her better mood and some sort of thankfulness towards me as she works harder to help me.

Well, it’s not something I will complain about.

I feel a movement of mana signature and stop my thoughts, using my [Perception] to watch it. This time it’s Maya going to Sophie’s room, late at night.

The first time it happened, I almost fell from my bed over such a show of late-night adultery, but I quickly realized that it was not it.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I used [Perception] to watch mana only, leaving out other senses, and after talking with Tess a bit, I pieced things together.

Being myself, I didn’t notice it, as something like that doesn’t trouble me at all, but some members of our group have nightmares or anxiety attacks. All the result of 20 days down in the tunnels. Constantly treated harshly by Serpent´s Eye, not knowing when they’d die, darkness, and the three-question-mark monster do that. Even to Maya, who couldn’t keep [Focus] constantly running.

Tess told me that some of them have nightmares that wake them up shaking in the middle of the night or make them sleep with lights on or sometimes just straight up cry, remembering that.

I think it’s not unexpected, but it surprises me; it’s not something I thought of.

Sophie is someone they now trust, and after talking with Tess and seeing me treat her somewhat nicely, they sometimes go to her, asking her to dampen some memories. As Tess recommended, they never ask Sophie to delete them, and mind-blender missy doesn’t even offer to do that.

Instead, she just manipulates the memories to make them feel as if they happened months or years ago, all fitting the saying that time heals all wounds.

I watch as, after a few minutes, Maya leaves Sophie’s room, and there’s a bit of the mind manipulator’s mana on her.

A part of me wants to stop it, worried that Sophie might mess with them in a way that would make them into her puppets, but there is also a part that thinks she won’t dare to do that. A part that is sure she won’t do that.

However, it once again reminds me how terrifying and powerful her skill is. From some point of view, Sophie is much more powerful than Lily with her [Disintegration].

I can only dislike the decisions of others to let Sophie get into their mind, but not too much. Their situation isn’t something I can fully understand and in the end, it’s their decision to make.

Yawning, I close my eyes, stretch on the bed, and spend the rest of the night practicing Mana Cycling and even creating an orb made of mana that I continuously shape and move in ways that make me train my [Mana Manipulation]. Shaping exercises Lissandra used to do almost constantly even though she was at the level she was.

The orb in my hand expands and then instantly shrinks, and I continue to do that, keeping the same amount of mana while making it as big and small as possible. As I expand it, I also try to spread out mana equally to create a perfect surface.

It’s annoying and fun at the same time.

A few more hours pass, morning comes, and I sense Myrra’s signature outside of my house. The tall lynthari weirdo is alone, and I stand up, put on my trousers and when I reach out to put on the shirt, Myrra lands on the balcony. She touches Sophie’s web, but it’s as if she is not there. The lynthari woman skillfully manipulates the mana and avoids detection.

“Somewhat amateurish, but really nicely made,” she nods with satisfaction as she turns to me, “Feral one, let’s talk,” she says.

I put my shirt on under her eyes that stare at me and sit on the edge of the bed, “Sure, go ahead.”

Myrra moves in from the balcony and sits on one of the bigger chairs elegantly. The scar across her face is somewhat even more piercing as the morning light lands on her and her white hair. The fluffy tail moves in a way that seems to imply her interest and curiosity.

“Against my better judgment, I have decided to trust you, feral one,” she starts with it. The look she makes signifies how important the decision is to her, “I will be the only lynthari you talk to or work with. I will help you deal with ongoing stuff and have other guild masters meet you so you guys can… talk things out,” she starts.

So far, I really like everything and nod at her to continue.

“This isn’t part of our deal, but lately, ants started leaving their territory so that will be part of the guild meeting,” she puts some papers on the table nearby, “you can check the details a bit later. I just wanted to get it out of the way.”

Hmm, I see. I bet it’s something that happens once in a while, so I’m sure it’s fine.

“This is something that hasn’t happened ever since one of the calamity wars that happened a few hundred years ago, so make sure to give it some thought.”

Hmm, I see. Very weird indeed.

“As for the killing of the Living Tree. I will need to know how you plan to do it and an estimation of when. It’s something I will keep to myself so there is no need to worry. Then we will talk about more details of our deal.” Myrra smiles at me, and I can see that she doesn’t trust me fully, but she is a gambler and decided to risk it.

The possible prize is just that irresistible to her.

“I won’t tell you everything, but most of it. Plus, there are some things I still need to learn and practice to make it fully work, but I gave it a lot of thought and I’m capable of that, given some time,” I tell her.

Myrra nods, and then while resting her chin on her hands, she looks at me, “Tell me, feral one, why do you hate the Living Tree that much and want to kill it? I can sense it from you, I can see it in your eyes.”

To that question, I don’t answer and only return her a blank stare. But it’s not that special. I think it’s a calamity I have the highest chance of killing right now, and there is so much to gain from looting the old capital.

Then there is one reason. A single thing, really. The quest we received back then, after being trapped by the Calamity, was simple: Survive. There wasn’t even a hint at the possibility of killing the tree or fighting with it. The system didn’t mention it in the quest. It all clearly says that something like killing the tree back then wasn’t even considered an option.

I don’t like that and it pisses me off.

It all made me feel as if the system was looking down on me, telling me to run, hide, escape, crawl, and beg for my life after barely escaping.

That tree is going down no matter what.

I look at Myrra, who stood up and moved closer to me, her golden eyes observing every twitch of my face, and movement of my eyes.

“Oh my, you are so angry,” she says softly, reaching with her hand towards my face. Yet she doesn’t touch me and pulls it back.

Her eyes seem to be glowing, “I should be laughing at you, but it somewhat makes even me feel a twitch of fear when I see you like this. Feral one, you truly are interesting.” The way she says it feels somewhat off. It’s as if she still isn’t taking me fully seriously and sees me as a cute angry kitten.

“Myrra, do you want to get stabbed again?” I ask her, much to her amusement, and she quickly moves back and sits down on the chair.

“Anyways, here’s half of what I got for Lorven’s dagger when I sold it back to him. He was also angry, but not in such a fun way,” she smiles, showing her sharp canines.

Ignoring her remarks, we then spend some more time talking about how I plan to kill the Living Tree, which earns me a few curses from Myrra. I get called a weirdo, dumbass, liar, and dumbass again, and she even shamelessly asks me to give the items I plan to use to her, instead of wasting them on what she calls silly attempts.

Myrra is the dumb one, not me. I’m the smart one here, but as always, the world is holding us smart people down and we have to deal with such weirdos talking about useless things like common sense, probability, and the like.

As always, nothing ever goes according to plan, so I will prepare multiple of them. And then, when all of them inevitably fail because this is goddamn Hell difficulty, I will just bullshit my way through.

This is something I don’t tell Myrra; she wouldn’t like it.

 







 

“You could at least dress somewhat more presentable as our guild master,” Tess pokes at me as we walk towards where the meeting with the guild masters of the big guilds is.

She herself is wearing Edwal’s epic chest armor. It doesn’t have any effects now that it’s not connected to the Saint from the third floor, but it’s extremely durable and conducts lightning.

Tess spent a lot of money, probably my money, to have it fixed to fit her body. And by a lot of money, I mean a LOT of money. Epic-rated items are extremely hard to work on.

Now that I think about it, was I robbed? 

I want to say that, but Tess seems happy with it and, to be honest, the silver armor with simple ornaments and a nice design fits her really well. Why isn’t she the guild master? I don’t want to deal with annoying stuff.

I just sigh and continue. As always, held down by a cruel world, “If they complain about my clothing, I will beat them up,” I answer Tess.

Obviously, I’m lying. I will do it even if they don’t. I will find the badest, biggest guy in the room and beat him to show dominance. 

First impressions are important, aren’t they?

After passing by multiple guards and even some lynthari, we finally stop in front of a giant wooden door inlaid with silver metal filled with mana circuits. When they slowly, soundlessly open, Tess and I enter the room where Myrra sits on a chair in the corner, drinking some alcohol from a glass.

Inside the room are Obelia from Storm Brigade, Lorven from Voidwalkers, as well as one more man and woman, the guild masters of Obsidian Circle and Luminous Order. All of them are nicely dressed, with each having one more attendee, similar to me having Tess. Their eyes are anything but friendly, with the exception of Obelia.

I like it.

Feeling the pressure of their mana, I release some of mine as well, with my now-filled Mana Reservoir full to the brim.
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                    Sooo, for those celebrating, Merry Christmas! Have nice holidays and rest well during them.

For those who do not celebrate, have a nice weekend!

And as always, I will see you all next week with more chapters.








In a day or three, I might change the cover (if my artist doesn’t ditch me). So look forward to it! It’s just a few small changes to the current one, but there will be a more festive feel to it!



 









                



Chapter 216 - Five big guilds


                All of them turn towards us, and I quickly examine the people in the room.

Obelia from Storm Brigade. Pale brown hair, silver eyes with circuits.

[Stormshaper - lvl ??]

Lorven from Veilwalkers. His face is hidden under the cape, yet his eyes glare at me hatefully.

[Veilstriker - lvl ??]

Thalen from Luminous Order. Older, friendly-looking red-haired man. His figure is thin, and there is a slight smile on his lips as he nods to greet me.

[Pulsebinder - lvl ??]

And Isola from Obsidian Circle. A short woman with pale skin and short black hair. As if bored, she just sits there and keeps yawning.

[Stoneheart - lvl ??]

“Why don’t we make it short? Whoever wants to fight can attack me,” I throw into the room.

Obelia straight-up ignores it, while Lorven jumps to his feet, his shadowy mana already swirling around his body. The epic dagger he just bought from somewhere is already in his hand, unlike the last time.

Isola, a black-haired pale woman, laughs out loud and glances at me. Then, to the surprise of everyone else, she gets to her feet and stands by Lorven’s side. The guild master of Veilwalkers seems to be the most surprised out of them. Isola stares at me, and I can see competitiveness glowing in her eyes.

Oh, she is one of these. A battle maniac. Did my challenge poke at her?

“Miss Myrra, is this really necessary?” the only healer in the room said, red-haired Thalen.

I do not even bother to look at Myrra to gauge her reaction. I already know what expression she is making.

After a short exchange, both guild masters attack me.

All the shadows around me become darker, and at once turn into spikes that attack me, even my own shadow.

I redirect most of my mana into a Reinforcement construct and let them hit my body and watch how they are unable to pierce my skin. 

Already, Isola is in front of me, tattoos glowing on her forearms, the most intricate ones I have seen up until now. There is a slight haze around her fist as she punches at me.

Ignoring more shadowy spikes, I push myself away from her with a blast of kinetic energy and send a disrupting wave at the shadow near me as Lorven tries to use it to appear behind me.

Isola is once again in front of me, tanking a significantly strong blast of kinetic energy, mana roaring through her body, and her feet tearing apart the floor. 

I let her grab my arm, and she pulls, almost surely wanting to tear it off my body.

Nothing happens.

Her eyes widen in surprise, and more mana fills her body, skills activating one after another, and she squeezes and pulls again.

My body doesn’t move at all.

“Well, fuck,” she says just as my fist hits the middle of her face, sending her flying through the room.

My body is strengthened by nearly the entirety of my mana and some. To say shortly, I don’t think I will lose easily to anyone when it comes to physical strength. Well, at least while I have my mana. If I don’t, even Isabella might be too much for good ol’ me.

I redirect some mana and send a pulse of disrupting attack through the room, making Lorven materialize. Then I continue sending pulse after pulse towards him, disrupting his attempts to hide or strengthen his body. 

It reminds me of good old times when I was hunted by mage hunters on the third floor. Just this time it’s me bullying someone.

Before I reach him, Lorven pulls all the shadows around him towards himself between my pulses. The shadows enter his body, his eyes turning pitch black. He slashes the dagger in his hand, and invisible attacks carve deep holes into the floor and walls as I continue to use [Perception] to detect them. A few projectiles I shoot at him, he cuts apart, the mana dissipating into nothing.

Meanwhile, Isola reaches me as well, this time mana covering the entirety of her skin, creating some sort of extremely dense, skin-tight barrier. She deflects my mana projectiles, tanks two blasts of kinetic energy pushes through the flames, and when she reaches me, she punches at me, using the strength of her entire body.

Just before the hit lands, I redirect all the mana into physical stats and grab her hand. This time I feel the attack and its terrifying strength; the woman surely having upgraded her strength attribute.

“What the fuck,” she complains, and I punch the middle of her face again, sending her flying through the room once more.

Lorven adapts and starts shooting shadowy projectiles at me in between my pulses of [Resonance], while moving closer, holding an epic-graded dagger with a sickly aura along the blade.

Not worried, I step towards him, releasing a bit more of my mana and finally activating [Mana Domain].

“Miss Myrra, are you sure?” I hear somewhere in the background.

The mana around me becomes easier to control, and I keep creating projectiles, shooting them at Lorven from every side, and soon, overwhelmed, he spends most of the time deflecting them, and I can see that he wants to tire me out.

He is waiting for me to start saving my mana.

Amused somewhere in the back of my mind, I just release more mana and create more projectiles. They aren’t that strong, almost as if someone is throwing pebbles at a normal human.

With full power and while aiming at the crotch.

Yup, that’s me.

Lorven surprises me once more. A pulse of mana from him passes through my [Resonance], disabling it for a moment, and he disappears, appearing much closer, his body covered in shadowy armor that traces his body. His stab is deadly, quick, and direct, right at my mana heart.

A strong blast of kinetic energy tears off even more flooring and sends him flying away, where he lands on his feet. Before he can react more, I stand in front of him, and a single punch to his stomach sends him against the wall, groaning with pain.

The epic-graded dagger I grabbed from his hand while breaking a few of his fingers, I throw at Myrra’s feet, “You can sell it again, same deal,” I tell her as her tail moves in an amused manner.

“Okay, I’m ready, try again,” I hear from behind me. It’s Isola, the barrier around her changed now, tattoos glowing in a different color, and a big smile still on her face. Her face that bears no signs of wounds.

She charges at me again, and I redirect all my mana into Reinforcement and then pull some from Mana Reservoir, my epic passive. As her attack is about to reach me, I pull even more, powering my body to a terrifying degree and feeling the pressure it puts on me. Using any more mana than this will hurt my body.

Yet still, as her fist hits my palm, I feel the immense pressure behind the hit, a shockwave sent into the room. A shockwave created just by the strength of her body only.

“For fuck’s sake,” she sighs and closes her eyes as I’m about to punch her again.

That is when Myrra stops me, “I think this much is enough,” she says shortly, and immediately I notice all the people in the room tense up.

The tall Lynthari stands up and slowly walks through the room, her steps echoing from the wall, and she drops the dagger in front of Lorven, who still holds his belly. She then checks on Isola

“More than this would be boring,” Myrra says simply, yet even that seems to, if not terrify, then disturb some of the guild masters.

“As you said, Miss Myrra, that much is enough,” Obelia says simply while looking at me in an asking manner.

I just nod, and she returns it, gesturing to the spot near her.

When I sit down, Tess stands behind me in a similar manner to the other attendees.

Isola passes by me, not hurt at all. The woman with short black hair smiles and there doesn’t seem to be any ill intention behind it, nor does she seem angry at me.

“We will have to fight sometime,” Isola says, and unlike her uninterested behavior from before, she feels almost friendly.

Should I agree to that? Having such a durable punching ba… such a durable sparring partner could allow me to test some skills.

“Sure,” I tell her, and she hands me a small mana stone with a few addresses and ways to contact her.

Red-haired Thalen watches it from where he sits, almost like a grandpa having to deal with silly kids. Somehow it makes me want to punch him too. It’s enough that I have to socialize with people, and then one of them looks at me like that? Even what Lorven does, I prefer more. 

Lorven is an asshole and already tried to steal from me and kill me. Our relationship is clear. If he tries it again, I beat him up and steal his dagger to sell it. If he tries it on someone from my group, I kill him.

Simple, harmonious relationship with clear roles, as it should be.

But looking at Thalen and feeling his mana, I can say that he is quite a strong healer, and a hint of competitiveness rises up inside me. Lily should level up more, so I can show her off and wipe that smug smile off his face.

I feel Tess tapping on my shoulder, and I look up to her. “What?” I ask.

Tess leans to my ear and whispers, “You should limit your mana a bit; you might be scaring people.”

Huh? 

I start doing that and notice relief on the faces of the attendees.

Did they think I was threatening them? Is there some acceptable way of dealing with mana and rules that people in some circles follow?

Well, who cares, that’s for Tess to learn and deal with. As my vice guild master, she will do so while I only show up once in a while.

“I think we should start with the Colony,” Obelia says simply and explains.

Apparently, the ants started leaving their territory, not too far as of now, but they were seen by us and multiple other people watching the area outside of the anthills. Multiple people with detection skills were sent to the area, observing the ants and even checking if they weren’t digging tunnels underground.

So far, nothing happened, so it’s fine. It’s totally fine.

The reason for their behavior was still not found, so the mystery lasts. The Colony and its ways are truly mysterious.

They talk about ants a bit longer, and I mostly only listen, leaning in my chair and cycling mana inside my body, doing shaping exercises with an orb hovering over my hands. A few people don’t like it, but that’s their problem.

Tess is listening well enough for both of us, and I notice that she holds a gravity anchor thing made from mystical metal or something. I already forgot its name. That makes me curious who got the cloak and the ring. Maybe I should ask a bit later.

“So Elydor is dead,” Thalen says, and all eyes turn to me and then towards Obelia.

“Damned asshole, I already paid him to make an item for me, and then he just goes out and dies like that,” Isola complains. She seems bored too and also creates a mana orb in front of her and starts copying what I am doing.

When she catches my gaze, she smiles at me and shoots the orb at my head with strong enough force to explode the head of a normal human.

I send my mana towards the orb and slow it down, holding it in front of me. [Mana Infusion] activates, and I fill it with my mana and take over, then I push even more with [Redistribution], and the orb turns dark blue. Finishing, I boost it with kinetic energy and shoot it back at Isola.

The woman tries to do the same thing I did, but the orb is too dense and moving too quickly, and it hits her shoulder, moving her and almost making her fall from the chair.

“We all knew Elydor; he got what was coming to him,” is the only thing Obelia says, mostly ignoring what Isola and I are doing.

“I would like to know what happened to his and your expedition to the old capital and where you got so many Epic items from, Obelia,” Lorven says from under his cape.

“I don’t think that’s your…” Obelia starts.

I interrupt her, “I killed Elydor and a few of his elites. Then I took the loot he got from the old capital.”

The silence that ensues is almost deafening.

“I also called him an asshole,” I whisper, to no reaction.

“Miss Myrra, what…” Thalen starts, but when he sees Myrra watching us with amused eyes and her swaying tail, he just gives up, “I guess there was a good reason for that?” he asks.

“Self-defense,” I say.

“Ely was always kind of weak and an asshole,” Isola sighs, “only his skills with inscribing were top-notch.”

“Storm Brigade will be auctioning off one of the epic items we got from the expedition,” Obelia says out of nowhere, and that turns all the attention back to her. Expressions of sheer surprise on every face.

Myrra’s tail starts swinging quicker, and her ears perk up.
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Chapter 217 - Siblings


                Obelia continues, “The reason is simple,” our guild has no use for it, and we hope selling one of the epic-graded items we got will reduce the attention that we might be getting now because of it. We also hope people will turn their attention to the auction and will try to get the item that way instead of starting useless fights.”

She explains it in her typical calm and logical manner.

“What kind of item is it?” Isola asks first.

“Spear,” is the simple answer Obelia gives.

“What effects?” This time it’s Lorven.

“That’s all the information I was willing to give right now,” the Storm Brigade guild master answers.

“What about you, newbie, are you selling some as well?” Isola asks me in an amused manner. Her face is telling that she already knows the answer.

“Elydor’s wallet was quite full, so I’m not in need of cash,” I tell her, and she laughs shortly.

“That reminds me, there was a rumor that you know how to kill the Living Tree, newbie. So how is it?” Isola rests her chin on the palms of her hands, and her eyes look at me like I’m some sort of interesting animal.

Just that simple sentence brings all the attention back to me.

“As you said, and heard from Myrra, I will kill the Living Tree,” I dissipate the orb I was using to practice mana shaping and give them my full attention, “The deal is simple. You guys leave me and my guild alone for a few months so I don’t have to deal with you and kill you,” at that Isola chuckles, “In that time, I will prepare all I need. Obelia and her guild will help me use the array to get near the old capital and disappear. After that, it’s all up to me, and I will either die or the calamity will fall.”

“Forgive me for not fully believing that you would be capable of doing that,” Thalen says.

That’s when I decide to use my trump card. A weirdo sitting in the corner, “Myrra trusts me. Oh, and I believe you know the consequences of letting out anything that was said here today, so keep it to yourself” I say, having no idea what these consequences are.

Thankfully, it seems they know, and I see a few flashes of fear.

Damn, Myrra, what did you do?

“That still doesn’t give us anything of worth,” this time it’s Lorven who says that.

“I think an old capital without the Calamity defending it sounds quite interesting, doesn’t it?” Myrra finally joins the conversation and stands. As she walks around, it’s clear that she is towering over anyone in the room, and her golden eyes shine.

“The Feral one isn’t too good at this kind of stuff, so allow me to continue and explain. It isn’t too difficult to understand. The calamity will fall, and the Feral one and his guild will have a day or two to go through the city and get themselves something nice. They could end up with more epic items, or just some trinkets. No one knows,” she stops in front of the table and shows her canines, “After that, I and a few of my reliable friends will join too and try to find something pretty for ourselves. A few days will pass like that, and we will let you guys in.”

“Miss Myrra, that might be nice and all, but during the first few days, you and his guild most likely get all the good items,” Lorven complains, and unlike when he talked to us, his voice now is full of respect.

“Young Lorven, I think Obelia can tell you how big the old capital is and how difficult it was for them to get into the place they… visited. Traps, rooms covered in metal that shields detection skills. Missing map that won’t allow us to find the best locations. The sheer size of the city. I wouldn’t be surprised if it takes years to just superficially search the city.”

The greed that appears in their eyes is fun to watch. Even calm Obelia and Thalas, who tries to act dignified, show it.

But I think it’s quite understandable. In the entire Virelia, there are only less than 20 epic items. Only so many of such items are in a city of hundreds of thousands. Each item has a long history and legends said about it. Just how amazing it would be to get just one of them.

Another round of talking starts, and I filter it out already. Bored, I once again start mana-shaping an orb in front of me and cycling mana through my body.

This time it takes a bit longer. They complain, they make deals. They offer more help, they ask if it’s even possible. Then they ask to be let into the capital much sooner.

In the end, it’s Myrra who gets annoyed, and the sound she makes almost sounds like a hiss. After that, it goes much smoother, and then we land on details.

In exchange for being let into the city a bit sooner, they supply me with materials I might need and deal with middle and small-sized guilds that could look into annoying us. Not a bad deal, especially when my main objective is killing the Calamity and not the items inside the city.

When we leave the room after a few hours, I’m tired. It’s as if I fought bus-sized ants for multiple days in a row. Hell, maybe even longer. Nothing drains me more than useless chatter.

“Tess, do you have time?” Obelia and her attendee walk by our side, and after Tess agrees, they split up, and I’m left alone with Obelia’s attendee.

“I’m Jenna,” the woman greets me.

“Nathaniel,” I tell her, and the silence ensues.

It seems to make Jenna nervous, but I just sit on the bench nearby, yawning against my will. Damn, did anyone maybe have an energy drain skill and used it on me?

This time it doesn’t take much longer, and Tess returns, and Jenna disappears to Obelia while waving to us.

“Congratulations on your apprenticeship?” I ask Tess.

“Thanks, and yes. I already got something to look into,” she waves a small notepad at me, “Notes made by Obelia herself. Some experiments she made, findings, history, and such stuff. Mainly focused on Primordial lightning.”

“Interesting.”

“I will let you read it later,” Tess says with a smile, as if reading my mind.

“Sounds good,” I reply.

While we walk by the city, she also asks me, “How is your plan with selling coordinates doing?”

“It’s more difficult than expected, but in a few months we should be done. Tess, I tell you, if the system shop tries to scam us somehow, I will get so mad.”

“Don’t jinx it then,” she pokes at me and quickly leaves to buy something from the merchant nearby. When she comes back, she hands me a small bag with some sort of dried fruit, “Maya said you might like this one. It apparently tastes similar to the one you liked on the third floor.”

I taste it, and it seems that Maya was right. The fruit is delicious. Should I give Maya a rare item or two? Finding such a tasty snack should be worth that much.

“Do you also have nightmares, Tess?” I ask her after a bit of silence.

The young blonde stares at me for a moment and then shakes her head, “I still don’t like places that remind me of tunnels, but I’m much better than some others.” As if knowing what is going through my head, she continues, “You have to understand, twenty days down there took a toll on everyone. Aaron and Dennis sometimes wake up screaming. I saw Kim crying a few times. Maya’s hands started shaking when we went to hunt in the old mines.”

Both of us stop and Tess sighs, “Sophie is helping a lot, so I hope you don’t hold it against her or look down on people who accepted her help.”

“Not really, it’s just…” I stop.

“Yes, I know.” Tess answers simply.

We pass a few streets and when we start walking uphill towards our house, Tess slows down and asks, “Nat, how… how was your sister doing, you know, before the tutorial happened?”

“Oh, I think you only met Victoria once or twice, so you don’t know her that well. She will do well anywhere and it doesn’t matter what is happening around her. So it’s stupid to worry about her.”

“I see, and your mom?” This time Tess asks that even more carefully.

“Hm? She still hates me, obviously.”

 







 

Flashback: Nathaniel Gwyn, 16 years old

The door to the small room opens carefully. They open so slowly that it takes a good minute for them to open enough for a figure to walk in. Afterward, it takes even longer for them to close.

When they click, that’s when the light turns on, revealing a young woman sitting on the edge of the bed. Black hair that is carefully brushed falls to the middle of the back of the woman who looks around twenty years old.

Her expression is blank as she stares at her younger brother, “So you did it, Nat,” she states simply, for a moment glancing at her brother’s hands that have a little bit of blood on them and scratched joints.

Nathaniel hides them from her sight and moves into the room, sitting on the bed opposite Victoria and returning her gaze, “Our father… Rob… won’t be coming back home,” he says in a similarly simple way his sister did.

The silence that ensues is interrupted only by the sounds of cars moving on the road outside the window. It’s late at night, so there aren’t too many of them, and light shines into the room every time a car passes by.

“I see,” Victoria says.

“I don’t care if mom hates me.”

“You are lying.”

“I did it for her, for us. He won’t hurt her ever again. I don’t care if she hates me for that,” he repeats again as if trying to persuade himself.

“That’s how you are.”

“Yes, that’s me.”

The silence that ensues is even longer.

“But Nat, you made a mistake,” Victoria stands up, a small smile on her face. It’s a gentle and loving smile. At the same time, police car sirens sound far in the distance, slowly getting closer.

Victoria sits on the bed next to Nathaniel and hugs him tightly, kissing the top of his head, “You poor, hurt little soul,” she whispers gently, “You couldn’t do it, right?”

“I beat him, Vic, I broke his bones, I made him bleed. I forced him to swear he won’t ever come back. I even used Tess as an alibi.” Nathaniel says quietly.

“Tess will hate you if she finds out.” Victoria leans onto him, “You still saw him as your father and couldn’t do it, right?” Victoria hugs him even tighter, “You still remember him being nice when you were young, and you still think of him as your father. That’s how you are,” she repeats, “If you like someone once, you are way too forgiving to that person.”

The sound of sirens is slightly louder, yet the boy doesn’t notice it. They are still far in the distance.

Victoria stands up and walks in front of the mirror, “That’s why even beating him was so hard for you. The thought of being hated by mom as well, and you spent a few hours walking around to calm down.”

Slowly fixing her clothes and hair she continues, “While you were gone, Nat, our father changed his mind and decided to come back. To punish you, mom, and myself for what you did,” she says in a calm tone.

Nathaniel just stares at her, unable to say anything.

“That’s why I had to kill him,” she admits simply, and then sighs slowly, “You should really try to control your emotions a bit more. How many times did I tell you to wait until I find a good job and take you and mom away from him?”

The police sirens now sound louder, and Nathaniel finally notices them, guilt and realization appearing on his face, “No…” he barely gets out.

“It will be a bit difficult, but I will try to tell the police that I beat him as well, but I will try. As for his… passing, self-defense will be a bit hard as I went a little bit overboard while… dealing with him. I guess I also should improve my control,” there isn’t even a hint of regret in her eyes.

“Vic, I will tell them. I will tell them it was me who did it.”

“That’s enough. Do I look to you like I don’t know what I am doing?” With her clothes fixed, she stops in front of her brother, “Nat, it’s you and me. No one else in the whole world can be trusted,” she reaches and ruffles his hair, “I’m your older sister and I will protect you, so just wait a few years, okay? I can spin it into second-degree murder, and for that, I should get maybe ten years? I will behave nicely, so most likely even less.” She doesn’t seem to be too bothered.

At that time, lights start flashing outside the window, blue and red ones, and policemen start shouting something. Thalia, their mom, also wakes up and starts shouting and trying to get into the room that Victoria locked.

“Mom is silly but not stupid, so she will most likely know and hate you as well, but still, check on her once in a while, okay?” Victoria says.

The sound of a broken door sounds inside the apartment, and more shouting ensues.

Victoria moves to unlock the door when Nathaniel says something, “Vic, you, me, and mom. No one else matters.”

“No Nat, that’s for me. You do whatever makes you happy.”

            


Chapter 218 - Two months later


                Almost two months passed, and during that time, I went hunting a few times, but not too much, so my level increased by a little bit. It could be even less, but at some point, I got into a big fight.

Who wouldn’t get angry, having to fight against a big group of invisible snakes somewhere in a jungle-like forest? Well, I kind of burned it down, so it’s not that much of a forest anymore.

And less than five days remain until I can enter Beyond once again. 

My status also looks nice as heck.

Name:Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty:Hell

Floor: 4 - Waning Realm

Time left until forced return:4y 130d 16h 21m 16s

Traits (1/3):Mana Circuit (Passive)

Lvl 170

Strength: 83

Dexterity: 86

Constitution: 221

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 650 + 650



Primary Class:Focused Channeler (epic)

Sub-class:[Initiate of Pride]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 39

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 41

Perception - Lvl 39

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 38

Armament - Lvl 36

Mana Infusion - Lvl 35

Resonance - Lvl 31

Mana Domain - Lvl 11

Tether - Lvl 9

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Passive skills:

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

Mana Reservoir (epic)

Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

Shards:2990

 

I did another round of active tempering that got me only 30 stats in constitution, 10 in strength, and 10 in dexterity. As Lissandra said before, the effect is getting weaker. I’m not complaining; even that much is amazing, but I almost died back then. I got really annoyed with tempering not working that well, so I again turned off my passives and constructs and even reached into Mana Reservoir.

A totally unexpected incident required the help of Lily. It took a while afterward to regrow my arm that somehow… well, it exploded.

My skills increased, [Focus] by only 1 level, and [Mana Manipulation] by one as well. That leaves [Focus] and [Perception] at a bottleneck to level 40.

Most noticeably, [Mana Infusion] leveled 4 times, [Resonance] three times, and [Mana Domain] 4 levels. [Tether] also leveled a bit.

I also doubled my shards from selling some stuff into the shop and from some side quests I got while hunting.

My not-too-much-higher level is annoying, but the growth of my skills will be worth stalling on that front. The sheer amount of work I did is amazing, if I have to say so, and I slept only 2-3 hours each night, spending most of the day working on stuff.

At some point, there was another incident where Lily used [Disintegration] on my door to force me out of my room while I was in the middle of inscribing a mana stone, which caused it to explode. After healing me, Lily said her [Rejuvenation] leveled up, so that’s at least something.

After that, I started experimenting with mana stones in the living room, every night, in the company of others. As always, I ignored them most of the time, only rarely joining the conversation, but it has become something like a habit for our group, sitting in the group and talking about their day, successes, and annoyances.

I have learned that I am not the only one improving. With Tess and Hadwin having a shitload of information, they set up a great regimen for everyone, from training to hunting. Apparently, if you have a lot of money, you can even pay other people to help you create some really nice regimen. Who would have known?

The regimen were set to help members of Group 4 improve their skills or work on their weaknesses, sometimes hunting only to level as quickly as possible, sometimes putting their lives in danger to keep them sharp.

I went through a few of them, and they are works of art, to be honest. A lot of time was spent on them, and some professionals helped as well, especially Obelia and her guild that is trying to keep Tess close, singing praises about Tess’s Primordial lightning.

It’s annoying. I have two Primordial energies, so why is no one praising me?

New equipment was bought or ordered to be made, and tailored. Once again, paid by what’s probably my money, and to be honest, I have no idea how much I have. I just know I’m rich, and Tess and Haddy deal with that instead of me.

From what I know, they could be stealing from me like crazy and not going to hunt, but on expensive holidays or whatever rich people like to do.

 



 

It’s night, and I’m once again sitting in the living room. This time, I’m taking a short break and just waiting for Sophie to finish examining the coordinates I inscribed into the mana stone I gave her. I have a feeling that we are getting really close.

Min-Jae taps my shoulder, and I turn around and look at him standing behind the couch I sit on.

“Level 110,” he says with a big smile on his face, “When Tess lets me focus on leveling instead of on my skills, I will leave Dennis and Aaron in the dust!” the young boy shows off.

As always, he is waiting for praise or a piece of advice. He is also getting a bit cocky. Just a few days ago, I heard him saying that he might be able to beat my level if I “continue to sit on my ass and do nothing,” yup, that’s what he said.

Little jerk.

“Tess, Min-Jae said your hair is pretty today,” I say out loud and lean back to watch as Min-Jae’s face turns pale and red at the same time. Tess pretends she didn’t hear it, and the twins instantly smell weakness and attack Min-Jae, making fun of him.

Biscuit starts woofing, to which Isabella starts shouting something as well.

I stand up and move towards Tess, who sips on a drink she seems to enjoy lately. There is weird blue smoke coming out of it, and she says it’s apparently really tasty and reminds her of coffee a little bit.

When I sit next to her, I activate [Resonance], which blocks the sound of the group in the living room, and turn to her.

Tess has a different haircut from before. If I’m not wrong, this is the second in the past month or two, and she says she is enjoying trying new ones. When I look around, most of us are similar. How to say it, they look more civilized. Nice tailor-made fitting clothes, expensive haircuts, smelling of luxirious soaps. Some even paid tailors to create custom clothes that resemble those on Earth and apparently even made some mana stones by selling the ideas.

“This really doesn’t feel like Hell difficulty,” I say to Tess.

“I know what you mean,” she sips on her drink and then gives me her full attention, “I think it’s just because we are trying to enjoy it as much as we can before things go to shit again.”

“We might have jinxed it right now.”

Tess laughs shortly, “We did, didn’t we?? But Nat, do you still want to continue to other floors, even after seeing how this floor is? I believe we can slowly kill one Calamity and then just not use the entrance. Level up, kill other Calamities. It would be easy enough, I believe.”

Even though she says that I can see that she is not serious. Tess is in some ways similar to me. She has tasted the power the system offers her, mana flowing through her body and lightning bending to her will.

No, Tess would be itching to leave, to continue to higher floors.

So I do not answer, and even that is enough for us to understand each other. The silence that ensues is comfortable.

Well, until Lily steps closer, passing through the field I created that blocks sounds. Before she says anything, I stand up and pinch her nose.

Lily also changed a bit during that time. Her left arm is still pale white, as well as mine, and she refuses to change it. Her hair is a bit shorter now, and she is a bit taller. She says she didn’t mess with her height and it’s just how she grows, but I have my theories.

Her [Rejuvenation] improved greatly and apparently, she got another skill but refuses to share its name with me, as well as her subclass.

Surprisingly, she doesn’t change her mind even if I offer to sell her Biscuit.

Not having anything more valuable, I can only give up and let her keep her secrets.

Lily can now regenerate missing limbs much faster, and apparently, she is using something similar to my Active Tempering to make her body stronger and muscles tougher. She says she increased her physical stats this way.

Unlike Active Tempering, her version that uses her skill to change her body takes much longer. But slowly and surely, she is gaining some free stats.

Being adult-like, I am not jealous at all.

I let go of Lily and send her to Tess so they can talk about training.

“Lily is so silly!” Isabella says while passing by me on her way to grab some sweets from the kitchen. Over her head, a blue fire orb hovers as she continues to shape it and make it denser.

Currently, the orb is filled enough to explode the entire house and take a big chunk of the street with it.

That’s my girl!

It was my idea, obviously, and Izzy seems to love it. Especially the name of the orb that I came up with. Us, two fire enjoyers, call it the ANTomic bomb, to her amusement.

Sophie doesn’t like it, and apparently, Izzy is allowed to train that way only when I am around so I can disrupt the orb in case something happens.

It’s silly, a little bit of danger will only make her improve faster! Maybe we should get her an epic passive a bit later. Something similar to my Mana Reservoir to store her fire. Unfortunately, epic passives start at 8 thousand shards and much more for some of them so it might take a while.

I also found out what Izzy’s subclass is and bought information on Sophie’s.

Isabella picked one of the seven Blights, Kindness. She refused to tell me more about the effects as I was unable to sell Biscuit anymore. Sophie went with Greed.

It looks like I’m still the only one with Pride, even after talking to others in the community who were willing to share their subclass.

Surely my subclass is the best one! Just looking at how much it helps me to improve my control over skills and class, I can say it must be one of the best when it comes to improving personal power, and I’m curious to see what higher stages of it will prove.

Initiate, adept, and master. The difference should be huge.

I lean over Maya and take some dried fruit from the bowl in front of her while she fiddles with some musical instrument on her lap. 

She has been nice lately and supplies me with nice snacks, so I ask, “How is your practice going?” I gesture at the instrument, similar to a violin.

“I used to be really good ten years ago back on Earth, so I believe I can do well here,” she says.

From past conversations, I even know she hired a teacher in Virelia who helps her learn to play. 

“What happened that you stopped playing?” I ask.

“I have learned that a few of my friends constantly called me a fat bitch behind my back, so I dropped it and started going to the gym,” she turns to me and smiles. Black hair, dark skin, and a figure that only proves what she said.

Even though Maya is close to thirty, she starts to look younger with each passing week. It’s something that is even more noticeable on Haddy. It’s not like they are turning to teenagers, but their skin looks better, and some wrinkles are disappearing. Not too much, but if you look deeply enough, there is a difference.

“Gym can be really addicting,” I tell her.

“Yes, after two years, I called them fat bitches and made their boyfriends leave them. Then I ditched the guys before they got what they wanted,” she smiles even wider, “But it’s as you said, the gym is really addicting,” she laughs shortly.

After saying a thing or two more, I quickly leave.

Heck, even Maya is scary. All Hell difficulty people are scary. I am the most normal one here.

Nommimg on the same snacks that I got from vengeful Maya, I reach Hadwin, who is diligently taking care of his armor and epic sword from the 3rd floor that I gave him. His armor is only upper rare grade, but not bad at all, and the older man takes care of his equipment extremely carefully.

It’s something I do not understand that much. Having his [Strengthening], I would just walk around without armor at all. I saw his fight a few times during hunts, and he is really extremely durable, and rarely do enemies draw blood from him, even when they are at a higher level.

Hadwin has already used his attribute upgrade token on constitution, and that made him even tougher. The cheeky ex-policeman even asked me for help, and he learned to use his [Disruption] to create a barrier of disruptive mana on his skin.

Instead of using it to directly attack, he creates a disruptive barrier that reaches only a little bit over his skin. That allows him to ignore plenty of magic-based attacks, and when he attacks, it also disrupts the enemy’s defense magic.

When I finally get to create a construct for him, he will become even scarier. His only weakness is a somewhat weak attack, but with a strong item that he uses [Strengthening] on, he becomes quite cool.

And that item is the epic sword that I gave him! Epic-grade weapons cost around 4 thousand shards in the system shop, and even though this one isn’t too strong, its effect was lost after all, it still is nice of me to share it, isn’t it?

Old Haddy is even taking some swordsmanship lessons in Virelia and apparently, he has a talent for it.

“Nat, I think I got it,” I hear out of nowhere. It’s Sophie’s voice, and when I turn to her, there is a big happy smile on her face.

There is no fear towards me in it anymore, and Sophie looks happier and more comfortable than ever.

She shows me the mana stone I gave her, “I finally did it! Finally!” There is excitement and happiness from success in her voice.

It looks like after months of hard work, we can finally try to sell coordinates to the shop and get ourselves a huge amount of shards.

Just in time to buy an epic passive before the 2nd Beyond trial.

Noname -Hey, weirdo, any advice on the second Beyond trial?

Savant -Nope, just don’t die.

Noname -Simple as that?

Savant - And maybe invest some stats into your brain.

Noname -It didn’t help you.

Savant -Screw you.

To make it hurt, I do not answer and just close the window, absolutely sure it will annoy Savant more this way.

I look at the mana stone in my hand and then at Sophie, “Okay, let’s sell the coordinates.”

            


Chapter 219 - Selling Coordinates


                “Are you sure?” I move back to the living room and sit on the couch opposite Sophie, who still holds the mana stone in her hand.

“Yes!” Sophie is still smiling brightly and says it without any hesitation. She seems confident.

“Okay, let’s do it then,” I tell her and open the system window, “I want to sell…” I start when Sophie interrupts me.

“Wait! Wait, wait, wait!” she nearly screams and stands up, putting her hand on me, “What are you doing?” her voice is urgent, nearly scared.

“What else? I’m going to sell the coordinates. Don’t you remember, that was the deal,” I tell her.

“I know! But right away?” she hesitates, somewhat unsure.

“There is no need to wait, and you just said you remembered the coordinates, so what’s the problem?”

“I could screw it up somewhere, what if I’m wrong and I made a mistake. What if we are wrong…” she pauses and looks at me.

Ohhh, so mindblender Missy is getting cold feet.

So weak!

“I see, so allow me to ask. Are you sure you did it right and you tested if it works by putting the coordinates into the mana stone and then checking the ‘pocket’ in your mind?” I ask simply.

“Obviously, I did! Multiple times, over and over again until I was absolutely sure.”

Sophie can be surprisingly timid and unconfident at times when she is not defending her little sister. But I trust her when it comes to this. Over the weeks we’ve spent together working on coordinates, I’ve come to recognize her skill. When it comes to handling mana and inscribing, Sophie is really good, and that was confirmed even by her creating inscribed mana stones to sell to the system in her spare time.

So there is no need to hesitate.

“Sell coordinates,” I say and amusedly watch Sophie’s horrified expression.

 

Do you really want to sell the following item for 10,000 shards?

Eladore Coordinates:The precise address to the world of Eladore. While they provide a pathway, travelers must be wary of Eladore’s inherent and man-made defenses against intrusion.

Yes/No



Okay, let’s not panic! Everything is according to plan!

So Lissandra’s world is called Eladore. It somewhat feels weird to learn that.

And why the heck is there so much? Is this real? I expected a bit less as most of the coordinates start at 20,000 and even more, and when selling to the system, the stuff usually goes for 5-10% of their shop price.

We didn’t create these coordinates, so in the past few days, I was worried that I might have big eyes back then, thinking I would scam the system shop a little bit.

Sure, I saw most of the coordinates for 20 thousand with some coordinates for 100 thousand and a few even for 200 thousand.

So there are two options.

Option one, the coordinates to Lissandra’s world are worth 100-200 thousand shards, and we are selling them for 5-10 percent as we usually sell items gained inside the tutorial.

Option number two, they are worth around 20 thousand and are sold for 10 thousand because they are considered as something we “made,” even though I only gave them to Sophie and then remembered them again.

Well, that’s for later. Future Nathaniel can deal with that, really, screw that weirdo.

“Sell coordinates,” I quickly say before the system changes its mind, and the weirdest feeling hits me, and I feel lightheaded for a bit.

After a moment, I try to check the coordinates I used to remember, and they are gone, totally gone. It’s the weirdest feeling. I just can’t remember them.

I check my shards. 

Shards:12,990

Huhuh, I’m rich! Suck it, system and Cockroachsandra!

“The coordinates are gone from the mana stone,” Sophie says and throws it away. Then she pulls out another one and starts inscribing it while I wait patiently and carefully observe as she does so.

When she finally hands me the mana stone, I look at what is inside and learn it again. It’s close as if inscribing it into my mind, and soon I know them again. Or at least I think I do. I can’t remember how they felt before, so it’s hard to compare.

To test it, I also pull out another mana stone and inscribe what I learned, wasting a huge amount of money in the process as it ruins the mana stone as currency.

When I hand it to Sophie, she starts comparing it with what she inscribed and remembered.

“It’s the same,” she sighs, relief clear in her voice, “It actually worked.”

“Go on, sell them,” I tell her, and she does so.

“I want to sell coordinates,” she says, and I see her eyes moving, reading the notification.

She opens her green eyes so wide open it looks like they will fall out, which makes little Isabella laugh and hit Sophie’s arms a few times while doing so.

“Ten thousand…” she sighs out, “sell. I want to sell.” She says hurriedly and then also acts confusedly for a moment, checking her mind for the coordinates.

Once again, I inscribe the mana stone and have her learn the coordinates. When we confirm everything, I say again, “I want to sell coordinates.”

Unable to sell the same coordinates twice.

A simple message pops out unsurprisingly. Well, I guess I would have wanted way too much.

I shake my head, and Sophie also looks unsurprised, yet a bit disappointed, but I am already thinking about what poor soul from group 4 I will bully and force to learn and sell coordinates.

Aaron, Dennis, and Min-Jae all have [Mana Manipulation], or maybe Maya? [Focus] could help her. Tess is a musclehead who only cares about her Primordial lightning and [Psychokinesis]. Haddy is even worse. Isabella is too impatient, and Lily… well, she is also a musclehead in a similar way to Tess, even though she seems to be making some progress with the epic crown from the 3rd floor.

“What should I buy?” Sophie asks me, and only then do I remember the entirety of our deal.

All the shards she gets she will spend to buy what I want in exchange for a clean slate with me and, by extension, with others that might follow my “lead”.

When I look to the side, I see Isabella looking at me with big green eyes. She doesn’t say anything. She just stares at me… menacingly. As always, her [Empathy] probes the feelings of people around her.

She isn’t pushy, nor asking for anything. She just looks seriously curious, waiting for my decision. 

So annoying! I know. I KNOW!

It would feel… weird to just take all the shards, even if that’s the deal we made. Although she also improved her skills thanks to experimenting with me, it would feel annoying.

Haaaa, that’s why I don’t like dealing with people.

I sigh, “You can keep half of the shards,” I tell her, immediately realizing how much it is. With a bit more saving and adding to the ones she got from side quests, she can get an epic passive. Or, immediately, she can buy an epic item.

In reaction to my words, Isabella stands up and walks in front of me, a big smile on her face and her hands shyly behind her back. Her skill is still connected to me.

She is just a kid, barely ten, and the spitting image of her sister. Same tanned skin, black hair, a similar nose, and only her eyes are a bit lighter in color.

“What?” I say, trying to get some annoyance into my voice.

That makes her smile even more, being still connected to my feelings. Then the little girl hugs me and whispers in my ear, “Thank you, Nathaniel.”

She quickly lets go and rushes to her sister, immediately telling her what to spend 5 thousand shards on.

Meanwhile, to feel manly once again, I put my legs on the table and start loudly chewing on some snacks that I stole from Maya. Should I also burp or whatever manly men do?

I ignore the weird looks Sophie is giving me.

It takes some time, but in the end, Sophie buys something, and a small egg appears in front of her. A simple white egg, covered in circuits, and inside it, I can feel the heartbeat of a living being.

Before I can ask anything, Isabella shouts, “Not telling!”

Tsk. I’m sorry, Biscuit, I might have no other choice.

Sophie smiles at me apologetically but also doesn’t say anything. What a siscon.

“Keep 5 thousand shards for now. I don’t need anything right now,” I tell her.

Unfortunately, she can’t transfer them for me to buy another epic passive, only maybe some items, or mana stones, or materials. I already have an idea of what I need from her to buy, but I will deal with it after the Beyond second trial.

First, I need to spend my 13 thousand shards.

I activate my domain, and as it reaches my room, I place an anchor there and then use [Tether] to get there. The process is mostly smooth and much faster than before, and I sit in the chair and open the window. Once again, I scroll through the passives.

I’ve already done it so many times, yet I do it again. The list is long, very long, yet I think there are some epic passives that do not show for me. I confirmed it by others having significantly different rare passives than I do, so maybe it’s slightly personalized to some extent. There is nothing I can do about it, so I once again open my three current favorites.

There are more passives I would like and even more than these three, but I think the ones I picked can help me the most right now.

 

Passive Skill: Phoenix Embrace (epic):The user harnesses thermal energy, channeling controlled bursts of heat to accelerate the healing process, using the primordial energy’s transformative nature to heal their wounds.

Passive Skill: Mana Affinity (epic): The user has a natural bond with ambient mana, subtly drawing it towards them in places of high magical concentration.

Passive Skill: Arcane Resilience (epic):The user’s body has adapted to resist the side effects of powerful spells, significantly reducing the physical toll of casting.

 

Phoenix Embrace is a stronger version of my current passive.

Passive Skill: Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare) -The user taps into pyrokinetic energies to fuel their regeneration. By channeling controlled bursts of heat, they expedite the healing process, using fire’s transformative nature to mend their wounds.

It sounds stronger and it’s more connected to thermal energy instead of just some fire. The healing effect could be much stronger as it’s one of the Primordial energies and should be more “pure” as Obelia once said.

Arcane Resilience could allow me to experiment more with my mana and maybe once again try to create the black mana that I created with the help of [Focus] and didn’t die only thanks to the saint’s healing aura.

Mana Affinity could allow me to delve deeper into absorbing ambient mana. I don’t think this passive is strong; it’s probably the weakest out of the three, but when thinking more about the future it could become much stronger.

I already started experimenting with the Ethercrystal shortsword, the epic item I got from Elydor, but I have yet to actually absorb external mana or turn it into my own.

Unfortunately, all of these passives seem to be the better ones as each of them costs around ten thousand shards while most epic passives start at eight thousand, so there is no way I get enough shards that soon to buy any.

Hmm, maybe if I go all in and sell everything I have and steal some other stuff.

Actually, should I do that? It doesn’t sound like a bad idea. Yet, something stops me from doing that. That sounds like a lot of trouble for a low amount of shards and we already have enough with ants appearing further and further away from their territory. A few days ago, they even caught some of the ant scouts halfway between their territory and Virelia.

We still have to learn why they actually do that, but I’m already worried that it will forever stay a mystery. The colony and its ways truly are mysterious.

I just wish Tess would stop looking at me like that.

Once again, I realize that I am just putting off a decision that I was unable to make over a few weeks. All three passives are just that good and I already know how I could change my fighting style a bit to fully utilize it.

Okay, let’s pick the passive.

            


Chapter 220 - Congratulations on reaching a milestone


                You only live once as someone smart said, so taking care of yourself is the best you could do. Making sure your body is healthy is a must. And how better to do that here in Hell difficulty than by obliterating your enemies before they can hurt you?

I pick Arcane Resilience (Epic):The user’s body has adapted to resist the side effects of powerful spells, significantly reducing the physical toll of casting.

I will fuck up anyone before they get close to me and be able to hurt me, yup.

My genius sometimes terrifies me.

Black mana thing, just wait! Soon! From experiencing it on the 3rd floor, I know I’m still far from ready, but I’m getting there!

10,958 shards disappear and a new passive appears in my stats. Now that I think about it, I could buy more passives, rare ones, but I think it will be a better idea to start saving up. I’m sure the second round of Beyond will give me some juicy rewards and probably some shards as well.

There’s also a side quest that I got some time ago.

Side quest: Reach level 200

Reward: 2nd Trait

Yup, finally the second trait. Seeing how amazingly well Mana Circuit serves me, the second one surely will be strong, especially with the fact that traits can be strengthened up to three times and I already strengthened my trait once.

Another side quest that appeared is this.

Side quest: Get five skills to level 40

Reward:Skill upgrade token

Even the side quests are getting harder. Breaking through the bottleneck to level 40 isn’t easy at all, and even after all this time, I have only a single skill over level 40, [Mana Manipulation].

Sure, I still plan to sell the skill upgrade token for a nice amount of shards. Or maybe I’ll  just use it for some of my less important skills. My decision to not upgrade my most important skills still holds, and I think I’m getting better and better, the decision also showing how easily I got rid of Elydor. Damn, I miss the guy; I wish I could see him again.

I stretch and yawn and check my body. The new passive is already changing and affecting it, but as often, and similarly, with stats, it isn’t an immediate change but a slow, gradual one. Looking at the progress, a day or two should be enough, just in time for a few days of practice and testing before Beyond.

In a good mood, I open the community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Mana is the best stat.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - I don’t know, I prefer not dying.

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) -Skill issue!

Min-Jae joins in and stands by my side. Nice one.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Noname, at this point I’m sure your brain is replaced with mana.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - That would be possible only if he had any to begin with.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Nice one, Savant! Also, fuck you, Noname.

My favorite member of the community still seems lovable as always. He and his group also came to the 4th floor some time ago. His IDK group and group called TheGuild which lost one member on the 3rd floor.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Tournament when?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Probably never? To be honest, it’s getting annoying.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Such a shame. I would really like to see you with my own eyes, Noname.

 



Notification! Congratulations on reaching a milestone, the required number of groups has reached the 4th floor in all the difficulties.

Preparation for the Community tournament is in process! 

All the groups from all the difficulties within the 5th round of the Tutorial from planet Earth will be able to join.

The tournament will start at the end of year one in the Tutorial.

 



Then the notification disappeared.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -Ooooooh, shit. Hehehe.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Hey, Noname, as we said before, the moment the tournament is announced, I will apologize for everything, right? Do you remember that? So sorry, dude! I will make sure to buy you something nice. Hehehe.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - Wow, finally!

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) -OMG!

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) -I just joined, did you guys also get the notification?

I don’t say anything else and just close the community after seeing no reaction from BenDover. Somehow, for some unknown reason, my mood is even better now.

Just a bit over 4 months. Wait for me.

 







 

I continue to stare at Maya and can’t help but think of how dumb I am. How the hell did I not think of that?

She stands in front of me, a big wide smile on her face, and I have to look up to see into her eyes.

The young, dark-skinned woman is currently surrounded by her [Armament], but it’s not as it usually is. No, this armor that surrounds her body is much bigger than usual. Maya is three heads taller than me right now; her [Armament] is big and bulky, looking more like some sort of mech or power armor. The mana is of a darker shade of blue than usual, and I can sense that it’s powered by a few rare items she bought.

She uses mana batteries that are able to store mana. There are some losses, and efficiency is worse, and they are really, really expensive. But as rich as I am, Maya doesn’t seem to care as she bought multiple of them and then spent a few days filling them with her mana.

Maya moves; the movement is a bit awkward, but she quickly gets used to it as the smile disappears from her face, and she slides into [Focus]. It’s somewhat unnerving to see such a massive object moving so quickly as she even continues to improve on what she is doing. Her armor is changing slightly and becoming thicker or slimmer at places, each change draining more mana from her mana batteries as she doesn’t have enough of her own to power it fully.

When she stops, the armor disappears, and she lands back on her legs, canceling [Focus] and smiling at me, “Say it.”

“That was goddamn cool,” I say honestly.

“Right?!” she takes a step closer, her eyes nearly shining with excitement, “But imagine if I improve on it and get a better mana battery. In the future the armor I create could end up being as big as a house.”

I can only nod and clench my teeth. That… really is cool.

“Say it again!” she pokes my shoulder a bit, and with a sigh, I repeat how cool it is. 

Letting her bask in her glory a bit, I then ask her to show me how she did it, and she starts explaining, happy to share it with me.

 







 

The next person to kidnap me from my room is Lily. After threatening to use [Disintegration] on my door, I leave the room.

I’ve started strengthening my door with my mana and even imbued a few mana stones into it, painted it with mana-conductive paint, and then inscribed some circuits into it, making it probably more valuable than some houses in poorer parts of the city just from the cost of the materials themselves.

Yet, it’s still too soon to test them against [Disintegration], but the time will come. Doing it could improve the durability of my armor and mana projectiles so I let Lily continue to act so rudely.

Lily leads me outside to the garden, where she stops and turns to me, “Now watch! This is [Reshaping],” she says.

I feel her collect her mana and activate her new skill, immediately the contours of her face start changing. Her nose becomes longer, her eyes seemingly bigger, and even her lips and cheeks change. It takes a bit of time, but soon enough someone different stands in front of me.

“What do you think?” the woman asks with a smile.

For the second time today, I say, “That was goddamn cool.”

“Liar! It can’t be used for fighting, so you probably don’t like it that much.” Lily giggles while her face starts changing back, and when it’s turned back, I notice a few things.

Lily’s hair shines beautifully in a dark black color, her skin seems soft and extremely clear. Her eyes and their color even seem prettier than before and her lips a bit fuller, not too much.

Is this silly girl slowly changing her face and making herself more pretty? She is, isn’t she? That sounds exactly like something she would do.

Not knowing my thoughts Lily continues, “But no worries, I only got it so I can combine it with [Rejuvenation],” she tells me with a flash of determination.

“You still haven’t changed your mind?” I ask, feeling a hint of curiosity.

“I did not. I will fulfill all 4 requirements and then enter Beyond. Tess will probably get there before me, but it doesn’t matter; I will catch up.”

“So why are you doing it?” This is the first time I’m actually asking her the question.

“I killed Kevin,” Lily says shortly. “There’s no way of going around it. I killed him, unable to control my skill.” 

She reaches out with her hand, a gray smoke-like mana swirling around it and slowly changing shape into that reminiscent of an arrow. Lily then, with extreme focus, waves her hand, and the arrow shoots toward a tree in the corner of the garden.

When the arrow hits, it doesn’t pierce the tree nor stab inside. The arrow is weak, and smoke-like, so it instead crashes against it and disperses like smoke hitting it.

The grayish residual mana soundlessly splits the tree, etching out a big chunk of it, and a few wisps of the attack even eat up some stones on the ground after landing on it. The remnants disintegrate everything without leaving anything behind.

The size of the attack itself isn’t that scary. It’s the level of destruction I would be able to achieve a few days after the start of the tutorial.

No, the scary part is that Lily, just a bit over 100 now, and that this attack would be enough to kill a human or monster at around level 200. I have no doubt about that, not even a speck of it. That’s how scary [Disintegration] is.

“So Nat, I will learn to control my skills. I will become stronger. I will heal and save anyone I want to save, and I will kill anyone I decide to. Not by mistake or lack of control, but because I choose to,” Lily says.

 







 

Back in my room, I’m about to practice again when a third person interrupts me. As annoyed as I am curious, I get on the balcony and look at Myrra standing on the street.

She waves at me, and somehow, I want to create a tricolored orb and throw it at her. I will need a lot of slacking to calm down after all this attention. My weak introverted heart isn’t built for it.

I push myself with kinetic energy and land on the cobblestone next to the tall lynthari, and without saying a word, we start walking side by side.

“It’s been a long time since I saw you, feral one. A few weeks,” Myrra starts first, and I detect her bodyguard nearby, as always.

That once again makes me curious. I’ve seen her getting a lot of respect from the strongest humans in the city and even from other lynthari, yet her level isn’t that high. She has leveled a few times but is still under 200.

“I was training,” I say simply and quickly grab some sweets one of the merchants is selling while throwing him a mana stone probably worth as much as his monthly earnings.

I’m rich.

“I see,” Myrra answers simply, and for a while, we continue to walk in silence, and I slowly feel myself calming down as Myrra even picks quieter streets with a lot of calming greenery.

Is she maybe doing it on purpose after sensing my mood? I squint and look at her. Is… is she trying to tame me?

“Feral one, why is the matriarch’s granddaughter looking for you?” finally, she gets to the reason for her visit and turns her golden eyes towards me as we stop in the middle of the park, surrounded by trees with pink leaves.

Oh boy.

“Why is she going around and saying that she is looking for her underling, a strong, regal human with two differently colored eyes?” as Myrra says so, she shows a bit of her canines in a slightly threatening manner and leans closer to me.

Myrra continues, “Feral one, you are mine,” she nearly hisses, not really angry at me, but more annoyed that someone is trying to take her toy, “I don’t care if she is a once-in-a-millennium genius or the matriarch’s pampered granddaughter. You. Are. Mine.”

“No, Myrra, I’m my own person, and if you want, we can talk about our opinions on that again in a fight,” I answer her simply while returning her gaze.

Her next words will decide if I blast her away with a cone of kinetic energy or not.

In the end, Myrra looks away first and sighs, her fluffy tail swaying around in an annoyed manner, “You know what I meant, feral one! I found you first, so I won’t allow any other boring lynthari to take you away from me,” she complains, “Little princess will have to get through me to get to you, nya!”

The last word she says makes me freeze and the thought of a fight disappears from my mind.

“N-nya?” I ask carefully.

Myrra, as if realizing what she said, smiles apologetically and somewhat shyly. An expression I had yet to see on her face.

“Excuse me, feral one. It’s something a lot of younger ones lately like to add to their sentences,” she waves her hand as she starts walking, and I follow her, “to be honest, it’s getting really popular, and plenty of lynthari use it, you know how trends go.”
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Chapter 221 - Rich


                “Little princess has been looking for you for weeks already, but so far, I was able to hide you from her. Also, feral one, why does she call you her underling?” Myrra asks.

“Stuff happened,” I say simply and then watch Myrra’s tail twitch in annoyance.

“Anyway, I finally secured the metals you were asking for and some mana stones. They will be delivered to your house tomorrow, nya.”

“Took a while.” I decide to ignore the last word of her sentence.

“Obviously. They were expensive. And when I say expensive, I mean expensive even for me.”

“I’m rich, I can pay for them,” I say.

Myrra smiles and then tells me how much they cost.

“I see, thank you for your patronage, Miss Myrra!” I say respectfully.

Maybe I’m not as rich as I thought. I should prepare some stuff to sell in the auction. My pride won’t allow me to be some sort of gold digger sucking up to rich weirdo lynthari.

“The plan still applies?” Two lynthari bow to Myrra, but she ignores them.

“Yup,” I answer while munching on a snack I bought from a merchant, “The auction is in around two weeks, and then around two weeks after that, we can go on and deal with the Living Tree.”

Hopefully, the second trial of Beyond won’t take longer than two weeks. I’m really excited for the auction. So far, I have no reason to think that it will take that long, but it’s not like I have too much information to judge it from, so who knows? The system is an ass.

We exchange a few more sentences, set some plans, and Myrra leaves to go and talk with other guild masters as well. Lately, they have been really quiet and I bet it’s also thanks to her.

The past few weeks were… easy, unfitting to the 4th floor, and something tells me it’s as I thought and only the “final bosses” will be strong enough to turn it into Hell difficulty.

Damn, I bet easy-difficulty people might only have to kill one level 150 ant or something. I’ll make sure to ask them during the tournament.

Before returning, I stop by the workshop of the enchanter whom I met one night and who so excitedly taught me about his craft. The older man is someone I have visited a few times already and even talked with him about my plan, obviously without much detail. He offered truly priceless advice and saved me quite some time and a lot of wasted materials.

“You again,” he sighs as I enter his workshop, but I see that he seems in a better mood immediately.

I still don’t know his name, nor does he know mine, and even though it should be easy to guess what I might plan to do, he doesn’t ask and pretends not to know and just talks about his craft.

I put a mana stone on his table, “I think I almost got it,” I say.

“Sure sure,” he grumbles but immediately takes the stone, and with almost youthful curiosity, he starts going through my inscriptions.

“You twisted it in a really weird way here and here,” he shows me the mana stone, pointing out the twist.

“Yes, I did, it has something to do with my skill,” I tell him.

“What a weird skill you have,” he says and then continues to inspect it.

It takes 10 minutes longer, but when he is done, he just looks at me. “I didn’t ask you before, but who are you?” he says carefully, his voice solemn. “The things you are inscribing are terrifying, and the speed of your progress is even more so.”

I stay quiet, but that doesn’t stop him.

“I tried to hold my curiosity back, but this,” he waves the mana stone in his hand, “this is way too much. You don’t even realize what you just created.”

“With your help,” I tell him.

The old man laughs. “I’m not dumb, I know how small my help was.” He sighs. “This stone, with its inscriptions, is probably worth more than some epic items to the right people. You don’t realize it, but there is so much new stuff and theories that can come up from this.”

Oh?

“People would pay good money for it?” I ask.

He laughs. “They would sell their firstborn son just to glance at it for a few minutes.”

What weirdos. I spend just a few minutes playing with the stone and training for my plan of killing the Living Tree.

“Are these people rich?” I ask. 

“Rich? Enchanters that would be interested are some of the richest people in the city.”

Maybe I can become even richer.

 







 

After enchanting some smaller mana stones with simpler circuits that say nothing about my plan, I leave them to the old man and tell him to sell them. He will get 20% of the money.

Hearing that, he starts sweating as it seems like even 20% will be plenty.

Good!

When I enter my house once again, Min-Jae welcomes me with a big smile, the twins close behind him.

What did they do?

“Nat! We scammed lynthari!” the young Korean boy laughs happily.

This can’t be good; it’s enough when I’m screwing up the floor, I don’t need three teenage boys to help.

“We sold them one of the epic items,” Dennis joins in, excited to share.

“Not sold, you dumbass, we leveraged it!” Aaron corrects him, smug about his fancy new word.

“You’re the dumbass, I just wanted to say that,” Dennis shouts back and then they fight.

Min-Jae starts explaining, “We found a rich lynthari and showed him the shadow teleport ring thingy, I forgot its exact name. We asked Hadwin to borrow the ring to us. Then we asked for a loan from rich lynthari and said if we won’t pay back, he can take the ring.” He giggles.

I can see where this is going.

“We set a one-year time to pay the money back, but in that time, we will be long gone to the 5th floor,” Dennis pushes Aaron’s face away from him and happily joins.

“It’s free money,” Min-Jae is still smiling as he says so.

“Min-Jae,” I start, and the smile disappears from his face, “you don’t even realize the mistake you made?”

Twins shut up too, all boys thinking and worried expressions appearing on their faces.

So, I tell them, “We have more than one epic item we can leverage.”

They become happy once again and start talking over each other.

Greedy little twerps, I love them.

 







 

We spend the rest of the day borrowing money with our epic items as collateral. The conditions are outright predatory, but why should we care? By the time the loans are due, we’re gonna be long since gone.

Sophie and Isabella are brought together with us and forced to read emotions and mind blend a bit to get even “better” offers. The sisters are an extremely good duo. Isabella can read if the lynthari is willing to offer more and Sophie can… well, make them a bit more inclined to agree.

We use all the epic items we have. The ones from the 3rd floor, Elydor’s sword, the items from the Champion’s house.

The process is a bit more difficult as we have to let them examine the items and write it down properly, sign multiple papers, some even with our mana signatures, and always one high-ranking lynthari appears to watch over the deal.

Epic items are just that valuable. In the entire city, there are currently only around 20 of them, and since we are basically giving 5 normal ones and the 3 weaker ones from the 3rd floor away, the lynthari almost fight each other for the opportunity to fall for our scam.

While leveraging the 5th item, the lynthari that is called there to watch over the deal just unbelievably stares at us, unable to think what kind of dumbass would have so many items and would be as willing to get screwed over.

Surprisingly, they don’t seem to be too untrustful. Who the hell would dare to scam the lynthari? That’s just something one doesn’t do and they even use some skill to mark the items. Some sort of tracker.

The sheer amount of mana stones is way too much, so we use their version of a bank to store them after selling the items to multiple lynthari. We pick the richest ones from the information we were able to collect and always just shamelessly walk to their houses and tell their servants what we want. It always leads to them quickly letting us in.

So, in the end, we get something like a card made from silver mana conductive metal and on that card, there is a number etched that apparently syncs with our bank account.

Weirdly, we can even use this card to pay at some places. Just like a credit card back on Earth.

On the card, there are so many zeros I don’t even bother trying to read how rich I am and on our way back I am Group 4’s sugardaddy, buying them anything they want.

Snacks for Biscuit? Sure, here I will pay instead of you, Isabella.

A few pieces of rare equipment? Not a problem, Dennis.

A metal that conducts mana and you want to use it as projectiles for your [Telekinesis]? I will pay, Min-Jae!

The amount on the card doesn’t even change and it seems to be impossible to spend it all. But, there is a thought in my mind.

Should I maybe sell Biscuit this way and use him as collateral against loan? The best doggo of the 4th floor surely will be more valuable than some random epic item.

Then, to flex on Maya, I buy some extremely expensive snacks and a few mana battery stones she could use, as a thanks for showing me a new use for a skill both of us posses. For Tess, we order a few rare javelins, also made from endurium.

The boys keep telling me to buy a ring for Lily. So I just ask Izzy to read their emotions while I start asking them why they keep staring so much at Tess, Sophie, and Maya when they think the young women aren’t looking.

The trio shuts up surprisingly quickly.

Only when we reach the house do I realize that we forgot Hadwin, but I shrug it off. He can buy whatever he wants a bit later.

I hand the silver card to Tess, “There will be an auction in a while so don’t spend much.”

Tess checks the number on the card multiple times and then shakes her head a bit. “Nat, do you even know how much it is?”

Huh? Not really? I didn’t bother learning how their currency that are mana stones works here.

I wave my hand at Tess to gesture her to stop from explaining, “I leave it up to you.”

Sure, money is nice, but how can it compare to personal power or even mana?

Yeah, I thought so.

Then I enter the living room that is already taken over by Isabella, who also returned with me and immediately rushed in. She continuously pokes the egg on the table, the one that Sophie spent 5 thousand shards to buy. An amount enough to buy an epic item.

Hopefully, it isn’t consumable.

(Food?) Biscuit also asks. Indeed, brilliant minds think alike.

I ruffle his head a bit and we continue to look at the egg.

“It’s not food!” Isabella shouts, sounding like an angry kitten.

“The system called it a beast egg and the description says that it’s a beast with the bloodline of some ancient monster,” Sophie says, and Isabella gives her a harsh look, yet her older sister continues, “We don’t know what monster and it seems to be randomized? I picked it so I could have someone to defend me close range hopefully, and Isabella wanted to make Biscuit jealous.”

“Ehm?” I get out of myself.

“Yes, I know,” Sophie sighs, “Izzy saw something similar in a drama on TV before we got into the tutorial. Just with men and women instead of a monster.”

Oh, that quite makes sense, doesn’t it?

“You got it wrong, Soph. It’s for your protection and for us to get a new friend!” Even while Izzy says it, I can feel her connecting to the egg and constantly trying to grasp any emotion from it.

The little girl also continuously uses her [Pyrokinesis] to keep an egg nice and warm. As I watch how she handles it, I see a clear mark of improvement. The way she handles her skill and mana is much better now, and the heat she produces is nice and warm, but not overly so, and evenly covers the surface of the egg.

“Just a few days and it should hatch!” Izzy says after a while as she turns to me with a big smile on her face, “Just wait! You will be so jealous.”

Aren’t you too cheeky right now?

I continue to let her read my emotions, so she immediately knows what I am doing.

“N-no…” Isabella whispers in a broken voice.

But I already pull out a piece of dried deer meat and offer it to Biscuit, who immediately follows me back to my room, leaving Isabella behind, only with her weirdo egg.

Back in my room, I jump into the armchair, and Biscuit jumps onto my lap, closing his eyes immediately while I check the timer.

Two days left until Beyond’s second trial.

With closed eyes, I get back to training what Maya showed me a few days ago.
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Chapter 222 - Second trial


                Two days later the time comes and I start getting ready for the second trial. The farewells are short. Everyone in group 4 already knows about Beyond, some a bit more, others less, so there is no need for an explanation.

Biscuit gives me a nice piece of glass that he still thinks is the same as the mana stones they use here as currency. He also gives me a few pieces of dried deer meat.

Isabella somehow isn’t petty and just hugs me and wishes me luck.

The boys are the boys, so they just tell me to level up a lot.

Haddy just nods his head and tells me to be careful.

Tess smiles at me and says not to worry about them while I’m gone.

Lily uses the opportunity to hug me and only stops after I knock on the top of her head a few times. I even have to boost my body a bit so she lets me go. That reminds me that if I ever lose mana, I will be weak like a baby against most of the members of group 4, even with my stats from Active tempering.

Sophie waves her hand awkwardly, and Maya puts a small bag into my hand, full of some rations and other useful stuff.

By the time I separate from them, I feel tired already and quickly get to the basement of our house.

“Use Beyond entrance token,” I say, and after the portal appears in front of me, I step through.

 



Welcome to the Beyond’s second trial! 

After passing through all three trials, you will be able to enter the Beyond.



 

The place I’m in isn’t the second floor, nor any of the floors I visited before. The sky is dark, lit by stars that shine brighter than they should.

I slide into [Focus] and the world loses even more of its colors, yet the lights become brighter, shining on the ground I am standing on. As far as I can see, I see deep craters and mountains spewing out fire and smoke.

It’s hard to breathe, and the gravity that affects my body is much stronger than it should be, forcing me to use Mana Regulator to put more mana towards Reinforcement and strengthening my body.

The cold that threatens to freeze my body is terrible, the worst I’ve ever felt, and I reach in and start releasing some heat I stored in the thermal orb I started filling with thermal energy days before Beyond.

Releasing more of the heat, it flows through my body and pushes away that terrifying cold, that is not visible at all. There is no ice, no freeze.

A hole forms next to me, and from it, a fire spews out, melting the ground around, threatening to do the same to me, only to be absorbed and turned into heat, stopping me from freezing.

Sensing a stronger eruption coming, I boost my body and move high in the air, hovering at the place and watching as the hole expands and tons of melted material spew out, a heat so strong I have to move further to not overwhelm my skill.

At the same time, the gravity that pulls on me is much stronger, so it’s difficult to even float and the amount of mana I spend is so high I decide to land.

I check the quest and reward.

 

Beyond’s second trial quest: Survive for one week.

Quest Rewards:

Active skill combination token (low-grade)

1000 shards

 

I take in the text in front of me and there’s a single reward that I can’t stop looking at. The active skill combination token. The token with the potential of being a really good reward.

After reducing the amount of thermal energy as much as I can, I move again, away from the place where I feel another crater forming. Then, after examining my body more, I realize that I’m not wrong and it’s as I thought the moment I entered here. That weird feeling I immediately got and started examining my body, almost unable to believe it.

My heart is not beating and generating any mana, affected by something that I can’t even detect right now.

I seem to be otherwise fine. The blood is still somehow flowing through my body and my current mana pool is filled and not leaking, it’s just not getting replaced.

As I continue to walk, I lower my expenditure even lower and strengthen my body only a little bit, just enough to fight against gravity that is about to crush me.

It’s uncomfortable, but I’m saving mana and I do the same with thermal energy and try to make it as efficient as possible.

Then I look around and after a while start walking towards the mountains in the distance.

 







 

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 198]

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 188]

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 173]

I kill three monsters and then jump away, only enough to dodge the monster that breaks the ground and tries to bite at my leg.

Mana Leeches are heavily armored, quick, and good at locating me. They attack from underground and try to pull me down.

At first, they used ranged attacks and tried to steal my mana, connecting to me with their skills and trying to suck on it. They failed terribly as the Mantle totally blocked their attempts. So they tried a more direct attack, relying on their heavy armor.

Ethercrystal shortsword, an epic weapon, in my hand, cuts through their bodies easily, even sucking on some of their mana, the blade glowing in a weak pale blue light as the monsters don’t have that much of it. There also isn’t any ambient mana to absorb.

I dodge again and then let one of the leeches reach me, at the last moment I shoot a blast of kinetic energy against it, slowing it enough so I can finish it with the sword.

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 170]

[Lvl 170 > Lvl 171]

Another one attacks from behind and, sending only a short pulse of mana through my body, I boost it and turn around at a speed that blurs the area around and cut another human-sized leech in half.

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 176]

Under the ground, I feel more of them trying to take my mana, but I merely ignore them, only strengthening the Mantle a bit more actively. Then I continue to walk towards the mountains as the monsters do not dare to get on the surface anymore.

From the information I was able to collect, it’s confirmed that there are 3 trials that I need to pass through to be able to enter the real Beyond. Each trial seems to be tailored for each person. I had the suspicion on the first floor where most of the monsters thrown at me allowed me to improve my skills or die, and this one seems to be testing my weaknesses.

My weak physical stats by strong gravity that seem to be only getting stronger with each passing hour.

The terrifying cold seems to be testing my thermal energy as well as my endurance.

The explosions of fire test my [Perception] and the monsters that attacked me so far test my mana. They keep trying to take it away from me, it being only thing that keeps me alive. My mana allows me to strengthen my body and create heat to keep myself from freezing.

One week, that’s how long I must last in here. Unable to regenerate my mana, only able to use what I currently hold, and forced to constantly spend it.

At this point, it’s the test of what will last longer, me or the bullshit the system throws at me and I’m not worried.

My reservoir is filled to the brim, containing 3 times my mana. My mana pool is also nearly topped out. The thermal orb I created and filled before even starting the trial contains an immense amount of energy I can use as heat or turn into kinetic energy.

I also have multiple mana battery stones I filled with mana, inspired by what Maya did. They are terribly small amounts of mana in comparison to my pool or reservoir, but it’s also something.

I’m as ready as I could be.

 







 

I boost myself high in the air and shoot down a small arrow-like projectile that pierces the monster’s eye and, with a scream that reaches my body, it disappears back under the ground.

The shriek it used is a mental attack that threatens to disrupt my mana, but my body endures and I land back on the ground, transferring some thermal energy from the orb into kinetic and stomping, sending a blast of energy under my feet.

[You have defeated Crater Worm - lvl 189]

[Lvl 171 > Lvl 172]

The monsters continue to attack me, pressuring me, looking for a moment of carelessness.

Multiple hours have passed and the strain of gravity put on my body is getting stronger, the monsters are getting harder to detect, and my heart doesn’t move at all.

But, that’s it?

I send another blast of kinetic energy underground, reducing the surface of the attack and moving it as efficiently as I can.

[You have defeated Crater Worm - lvl 191]

Is this really a Beyond trial?

I dodge two leeches and this time I do not even use the sword, just create a thin thread of mana that I cover in [Resonance] and cut both monsters apart.

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 179]

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 183]

Before another worm has time to shriek, I send a small thermal orb at it, and it explodes inside the monster’s weird mouth filled with dozens of sharp teeth. The monster screeches even louder while thrashing around and burning, unable to stop the flames even in this terrifying cold.

[You have defeated Crater Worm - lvl 168]

More thin threads of mana appear around me, each covered in widely resonating mana, and this time it’s me who tracks the monsters and attacks.

 







 

One day has passed.

The gravity is strong, but it feels weirdly comfortable as it keeps pulling on my body. With the little amount of mana I’m using, every step hurts and every wrong move threatens to send me tumbling, but the efficiency continues to improve.

The air closer to the mountains is getting colder and I’m forced to use more thermal energy from the orb. I don’t like it, but the extreme temperatures are hindering my ability to fight, so I do it.

As time passes, I come to like the planet I’m on.

Other than blasts of iron-melting fire from the ground and monster attacks once in a while, it’s quiet, so almost scarily quiet. There is no day and night, and no sun comes to the sky. It’s permanently dark, the planet lit by beautiful shining stars that are lighting the way through the extremely clear sky.

Even though I’m moving for a day already, the mountains are still far in the distance, clearly showing how giant they have to be to still be so far on the horizon.

Six days remain, and I know I won’t be getting any sleep, having to constantly manage my mana, and thermal energy, and keep fighting the monsters that will jump at me the moment I show weakness.

And I am fine with that.

As always in these situations, my mind feels sharp. It all makes me feel more alive than ever. It forces me to stop thinking of useless stuff and focus on survival at the place where a single mistake could end me.

Yet, the more threatened I feel, the stronger the danger is, the more I realize how much I want to live. Amazed, I observe myself utilizing everything I have learned. My skills, my body, my mana, and my talents. All of them constantly used to keep me alive.

 







 

The second day comes, and the sky is still the same, and the mountains look as far as before. While fighting against cold and gravity, the monsters continue to attack me, but that much is fine. The problem is that just now I realize that there is something or someone messing with my perception of reality.

I used a decent chunk of my mana to check my mind and it doesn’t seem to be affected, only my senses are being fed fake information.

My skills are unable to fight against it, it being too ever-present and shown by me being constantly fed the wrong positions of monsters and the world around me looking different than it is in reality.

The result of that is more wounds on my body, and I’m being forced to create armor to protect myself and feed my passive with thermal energy to heal the wounds.

Unable to rely on my eyes anymore, I close them, but the effect still lasts as if the effect is delivered to me even through closed eyelids. [Perception] is being fed the wrong visuals too.

So I reach inside my body and cut nerves leading to my eyeballs, blinding myself. Then I actively stop the passive from healing this small wound that will be easy to restore later.

My usage of [Perception] changes, and instead, I continue to feel waves of kinetic energy and heat from the monsters’ bodies.

 







 

A day passes, and I start being fed wrong information even from kinetic and thermal energy.

            


Chapter 223 - Day six


                It´s the start of day three and I’m using only my mana to observe my surroundings. The reach becomes much smaller and the cost of keeping it up is annoying, so I take some mana from the mana batteries I have on me, feeding it to the skill. Efficiency isn’t as good as my own mana, but it helps me to keep my own reserves as high as possible.

I still haven’t touched the Mana Reservoir, and the thermal orb I have prepared is half full.

That’s when monsters able to hide their mana signature start appearing.

After the first one bites off a piece of my shoulder, I’m forced to change my strategy.

The monster that bit me I kill with a sharp blast of kinetic energy and can’t even check what it was without my senses.

I release dozens of small mana particles into my surroundings and then use [Mana Domain] to observe them and keep them floating around me.

The notifications continue to ring in my ears as I continue to kill anything that moves the particles close to me.

 







 

At the end of day three, the monsters that appear start countering these particles as well by avoiding them, so I release even more of them, my non-regenerating mana getting to half and the thermal orb to twenty percent.

I’m once again forced to start using more heat to keep myself from freezing.

When I fall to the ground, under the strengthened gravity, I also boost my body a bit more, just enough to wobble back on my legs.

The mana batteries I took here with me are empty. The monsters slowly sucked the mana from them without me realizing it.

It’s my mistake.

 







 

I boost empty mana batteries through the bodies of the monsters and notifications ring, announcing the kill.

Observing mana particles around me, I sense that they hesitate.

“Come on, you wanted them so much. So just take them,” I say to the dead world.

Then I boost the last remaining mana battery, and another notification sounds.

As many times before, I try to use my epic item, the Ethercrystal shortsword, and when I cut the monster, it sucks in its mana, trying to strengthen me.

But, as many times before, something or someone fights against that. Some of the mana that is in the process of being sucked into the crystal blade starts to get pulled away from it, and fighting over that mana wastes more of it than I would be getting, so I stop. In the end, the sword absorbs only a small part of it.

That makes the sword close to being just a nice decoration, but I continue to use it when the monsters get closer to save some mana.

It’s colder than ever before, and the heat I have to generate increases, but with it, my efficiency in the way I handle it. It’s not even radiating away from my body and just reaches the skin to keep maximal possible efficiency. I also reduce the amount I send towards my limbs as they are able to endure a bit more than my core.

 







 

I start day four with my mana at forty percent and the thermal orb at ten percent.

All the food and water I did bring with me froze over. The result of me reducing the area of effect of my “heating”. Such a mistake is almost funny and I untie and drop the bag on the ground.

I restore my sight multiple times, but I always see only for a second before I start getting fed the wrong information again, so I blind myself. But even that second is fine, and I find that I have reached the mountains.

They are tall to a terrifying degree, making me feel extremely small. I’m nothing but a speck of dust in comparison to how tall they are. It somehow terrifies me even in [Focus], as I feel the wind that starts hitting my body and vibrations in the air as the lightning continues to strike the mountains in front of me.

The entire ground shakes, and I feel aftershocks even down here; that’s how strong it is. It’s clear that the area in front of me is much more dangerous than what lies behind me.

My mana is getting lower with each passing second, the thermal orb is almost empty, and the gravity that threatens to crush my body is pulling on my muscles. The place I’m in will become more dangerous as time passes; I’m sure of it. Even if I stay on the plains with worms, leeches, and fire geysers. The difficulty will ramp up. Yet the mountains in front of me are much more dangerous even now.

So, I take a step towards them, leaving the plains behind me.

The entire time I continue to observe my Mana Heart and the weird aura that renders my senses close to useless.

 







 

The mountains tower by my sides as I walk through the valley. From the second I’m able to use my eyes, I find out that the valley is unnaturally straight and flat, and the mountains by its sides are set there in too unnatural a manner.

It feels just like a sidewalk surrounded by trees.

The wind slows down and the air becomes warmer, just in time to leave me with five percent of my thermal orb, but the gravity and pull on my mana increase, even now partially ignoring my Mantle.

No monster appears anymore.

It’s quiet.

 







 

Day five starts quietly. The wind doesn’t blow. There are no vibrations from the lightning. No signs of any monster but the gravity is stronger after every step I take.

In the one-second window I use my eyes, I notice the doorway far in the distance. It is carved into the highest mountain I have ever seen, the doors themselves so tall I can’t see their top.

Mana in my body drops to twenty-five percent, constantly pulled from under my control. I’m unable to hold it.

The effect becomes stronger the closer to the door I get.

 







 

I was able to make my heart beat for a few moments. After days without moving, it feels almost weird having it thump and send mana through my body.

While not moving, I continue to [Focus] on keeping it beating for as long as possible, mana in my body filling up slowly once again, even though some of it is getting pulled away from me.

The next ten minutes I spend fighting against the pressure that tries to stop it from beating again and, in the end, I fail and my heart stops again. This time the effect that stops my heart is a bit different and I start examining it over again with the intention of making it beat once more. There isn’t even a speck of doubt that I will be able to do so.

It’s my body.

It’s my heart.

It’s my mana.

No one will take it away from me.

 







 

I stop some distance away from the giant doorway and sit down, unable to keep myself standing anymore. My mind examines my body, and I start working on the Mana Sovereignty Mantle construct.

From my time here, I have learned so much, and I start applying it all to myself while being extremely careful of my surroundings. There is an armor around my body that is slowly getting destroyed, and the mana gets pulled from it, but I do it in case something attacks me.

I notice that my mana is getting pulled towards the door, and when I go through my memories, I realize that it has been doing that ever since the start of this trial. All the mana is getting pulled to whatever is inside that mountain, behind the giant black door, densely covered in inscriptions.

The inscriptions feel as though they should have been here to stop that from happening. My limited knowledge tells me that they should shield whatever is inside and not allow it to affect anything outside of the door.

Yet they are not enough; even though they are extremely complex and terrifyingly strong, demonstrating a mastery beyond any human or being I can imagine, they are unable to stop what is inside.

Even through [Focus], I feel fear, unable to comprehend the world around me or the thing behind the door. It’s all beyond my knowledge and my experience.

I have never ever felt so small in my life. I’m just a small speck surrounded by powers I do not understand. The system, the tutorial, Absolutes, a thing beyond this door. This planet.

Everything is way beyond me.

 







 

At the start of day six, I make my heart beat again, this time for longer, and my mana fills by a nice amount. At this point it’s been long since I had to fight monsters, all of them terrified of the being behind the black door.

The silence in the valley between the enormous mountains is almost deafening, and the safety I feel right now feels so fake it would make me want to scream if I wasn’t so deep in the [Focus].

[Focus - lvl 39 > Focus - lvl 40]

I once again move my mana, sending small pulses towards the door, only for them to be obliterated by the inscriptions on its surface, but I observe even that. I learn from defensive mechanisms and use them to constantly improve my Mantle.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Over and over again, I do so and make small changes after small changes, the pull on my mana becoming weaker and weaker, and the heart twitching and shivering inside my chest. I continue to patch and improve the defenses of my biggest weakness - the possibility of someone blocking, stealing, or not allowing me to use my mana.

A big risk I took on myself, fascinated by this power I got at the start of the tutorial.

Fascination that lasts even now.

 







 

At the end of the day, my heart starts beating again and the attempts to stop it from doing so are unsuccessful. I watch as mana in my body starts growing, and I turn some of it into kinetic energy that I transfer into thermal, once again filling the thermal orb floating near me.

I stand up and mana smoothly spreads through my body, strengthening it. Kinetic energy explodes under me, and I push myself high in the air, turning around and floating towards where I came from.

Still unable to trust my eyes, I send mana as far as I can and continue to watch it within [Mana Domain].

When I reach the plain, monsters that appear are stronger than the ones from before.

A sharp nail immediately pierces my belly. Teeth break my armor and burrow into my flesh. A strong hit breaks my ribs and throws me against the ground. And I continue to fight, releasing all the frustration I felt, unable to use my powers properly.

I boost mana projectiles with kinetic energy. I create tricolored orbs, and explosions and implosions scar the planet.

Burst after burst of brilliant golden flames melt the monsters, keeping me warm against the cold that surrounds me and heal my body through my passive.

And I continue to get hurt. The monsters are just that strong. A big chunk of my leg gets bitten off, unable to be fully restored with my passive. A big wound in my side, carved off by some extremely fast monster that passes by me.

I fight and fight. I get hurt and I kill.

Over and over again as my mana roars and hums, free at last.

That’s when the biggest monster appears. As tall as a small apartment building, a few floors high. The monster is bipedal and with long front legs with mana circuits all over its forearms. The monster reminds me of a gorilla with an extremely muscular body and four eyes.

I restore my eyes for a second.

[Skystrider Beast - lvl ??]

Javelins filled with thermal energy crash against the monster, barely doing any damage. My flames burn its skin, being weakened the closer they get to it. Kinetic energy disperses on the beast´s skin. Tricolored orbs burn the monster, even making it stagger a bit, but the implosion does nothing.

Spending more time forcing my mana through a javelin that is three times my length and filled to the brim with thermal energy, I boost it while my heart thumps loudly. The monster is hurt by that, golden flames burning its body, the smell of burned skin and hair filling the air.

Yet it’s durable, extremely so. Much more durable than the undead deer from the third floor.

I move closer, then, pulling out the sword and covering the blade with resonating mana that I extend.

Just a small human jumping against the big monster while surrounded by pale blue armor and with a glowing sword in hand. Using everything in my arsenal, I continue to avoid deadly attacks while I feel disrupting properties from the glowing forearm of the monster.

All the damage I deal is barely a scratch, the monster is just that big and durable, and that’s when the monster roars as I dash at its head, a shockwave throwing me on the ground where I hit it and continue to roll, pieces of my armor breaking together with my bones.

When I finally absorb the inertia of my crash, the monster stands in front of me, moved there with one big leap, and its fist heading down at me.

At the last moment, I release all the kinetic energy I collected, propelling myself to the side and then immediately again to avoid another shockwave.

The lightning starts cracking on the monster’s pitch-black skin, and its red eyes seem to glow with malice. It roars again, this time redirecting the shockwave and boosting its body towards me in a similar way I used my kinetic energy.

Watching the monster move towards me, I slide into deeper [Focus] and the world feels as if it slowed down slightly.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

My mana radiates from my body, creating an armor around myself that becomes a darker and darker shade of blue. It becomes as big as the one Maya showed me, making me three heads taller than before, surrounded by my mana. But I do not stop there. I push more mana from my body and with a speed that would tear me apart without my newest epic passive.

The armor around my body grows more and more, lifting me in the air until I’m at the chest of the translucent blue armor, surrounded by all this mana.

[Armament - lvl 37 > Armament - lvl 38]

[Armament - lvl 38 > Armament - lvl 39]

My domain encompasses it all, allowing me to stop it from dissipating and increasing my control over it.

[Mana Domain - lvl 13 > Mana Domain - lvl 14]

[Mana Domain - lvl 14 > Mana Domain - lvl 15]

And I continue to infuse more mana into it.

[Mana Infusion - lvl 35 > Mana Infusion - lvl 36]

Mana radiates all around me, making me over twice as tall as my normal height.

The effect of the sub-class Pride doesn’t allow my [Armament] to look shabby, so it gains some delicate ornaments, and the pieces of armor are functional and deadly, yet beautifully looking.

I reach out my own hand, and the giant one made of my mana mirrors the movement. With a strong push, more mana flows there, and a sword made of mana, much bigger than the original in my hand, is created. A blade of a darker shade of blue than the armor and with wisps of light blue mana flowing through it.

Then I grab the sword and, taking a stance, I face the monster.

            


Chapter 224 - Beast


                The Skystrider Beast uses a shockwave roar again, but this time I burrow the feet of the armor into the ground, and the attack mostly disperse on the mana surrounding me. 

Like a strong wind, the shockwave tears off chunks of my mana, but I ignore it all. As I take a step toward the monster, I continue to radiate more of it, repairing the damage done.

The sword in my mana hands resonates and clashes against the monster’s skin. Unlike the ranged attacks, the sword is surrounded with [Resonance], so it doesn’t disperse, and I finally draw more blood, making the monster roar. A swing of its fists sends me flying, the armor crumpling. The Skystrider Beast is still three times as tall as me, vicious and quick, and while I’m restoring the damage, it uses a shockwave and pushes me even further.

And then another one.

One more after that.

Each attack is stronger than the previous, craters forming around me, pieces of stone as big as cars flying to the sides. The air itself vibrates and roars under the force of the monster’s skill.

Bigger and bigger chunks of my armor get pulled away from me like a building getting torn apart by strong winds.

So, I reach into my reservoir, and within my domain, mana moves quickly, filling the gaps, the armor becoming denser, and the sword even longer.

I take another step and the ground under me cracks. The mana has weight to it, either by itself or because of the combination of my skills.

As I run towards the monster, each of my steps breaks the surface under my feet, and with each passing second of the fight, my control over the armor improves.

I dodge the shockwave. I duck under the swing of the monster’s fist. While doing so, I lose balance and use my hand to push myself back up, taking a hit from another fist but swinging my sword and dealing more damage.

[Mana Domain] expands, and mana from the Reservoir flows into the air, filling it with a pale blue shimmer. In the air, I form projectiles that fly toward the beast’s eyes, trying to blind it. A hand forms there as well, expanding and growing until it’s as big as the monster’s, but when it hits, it disperses, unable to endure the monster’s disruptive field on its skin.

Unlike my armor around my body, my ranged attacks do not have [Resonance] fighting against its barrier.

I stop releasing mana and just focus it more on the armor. I use [Redistribution] and [Mana Infusion] to make it stronger and slimmer, and then I charge the beast again.

My movement is awkward, yet so much better than before. It’s getting easier to keep balance, and I slash with the sword again, tearing the barrier on the monster’s skin and burrowing the sword deep into its side.

The beast’s fist hits the head of my armor, destroying it, but my body is lower, in the middle of the chest. 

I duck under another swing and then again when the monster uses a shockwave to boost its body toward me.

A giant fist hits the ground, creating a crater, and it roars again. This time the shockwave hits me but slides on the armor that I move. The armor is more durable than before.

When the beast attacks again, I’m ready, already knowing what attack it will use.

I dodge to the side and swing the sword towards the fist, the blade humming audibly and for a moment shining brighter than before. It cuts through the monster’s skin, flesh, and bone. Easily as if there is no resistance. The cut-off hand falls to the ground, it being as big as a car.

More mana radiates from me as I move again while the monster holds the stump.

Both the monster and I move quickly, but slower than I would be if I was smaller. The mass and weight of [Armament] not allowing me to move faster.

When I step close and am about to attack, the beast waves its hand at me. The moment blood makes contact with the mana surrounding me, it immediately disrupts it and consumes it like poison. It causes a burning sensation, and large sections of the armor begin to disappear. I disregard this, even as the blood reaches my real body.

Another swing destroys more of the armor, the disruptive circuits on the remaining beast´s arm still working. The monster then holds me and roars up close, and I feel my ears pop, blood leaking from them. My body vibrates, about to break apart.

I let go of the sword, and it dissipates even before it falls to the ground, I grab and hold the monster while changing my hands a bit to have sharper fingers that I burrow into its skin.

The beast doesn’t mind and lowers its taller body, a mouth full of teeth biting and tearing off more and more of the blue mana armor.

I use Mana Regulator, and most of my mana rushes into my kinetic mana heart, generating an immense amount of kinetic energy.

The armor around me becomes even thinner as the beast roars again, a shockwave hitting me even more, and I feel blood in my mouth.

But I wait and watch it all happen while mana from the reservoir flows into my body and threatens to tear it apart, even with my Arcane resilience active.

When the monster finally bites off a bigger chunk of the chest of the [Armament], I restore my eyes and look into its red eyes, and then switch kinetic energy to thermal that fills the remaining half of the armor with all that energy.

The Skystrider Beast roars as the pieces of my armor get filled with immense heat in the same way I fill my mana orbs with thermal energy. Golden flames burn the black skin of the monster, and I squeeze and hold it stronger, even moving myself closer while the beast tries to push me away.

I fuel the flames, my heart beating and every throb sending even more thermal energy into what remains of the armor while I cling to the monster, burning it alive.

The best roars, a shockwave hitting my golden flames, making it look as if a strong wind tries to blow them off, yet they endure. The beast tries to use its blood again, but it sizzles and burns, turning into smoke. It roars, it cries, hands that move and try to push me away, try to squeeze me, yet I hold on, my body wounded but healing under the influence of the flames that activate Pyrokinetic resurgence.

It takes a few minutes, but the monster’s movements slow down, a bone showing through the burned flesh and the attempts to push me away weaker.

I strengthen my armor with more mana and push the hand that tries to grab me away. I climb higher onto its body, and then towards the head. The beast bites at me, and I let it, losing a left arm of the armor that burns inside the mouth of the beast.

After climbing higher, I swing the remaining arm and burrow it as deep into one of the monster’s eyes as, and then hold it as the beast thrashes against the ground in its last attempts to get me off. It continues to try to pull me off, only causing me to burrow my mana arm deeper. In an attempt to get me off, it also scratches its head terribly, not feeling the wounds because of all this pain and its burning body.

When the attempts weaken again, I redirect all the thermal energy and send it toward the arm that I hold stabbed into its eye socket. The parts of the armor stop glowing as all of the flames rush toward the wound, and the monster twitches a few more times, its blood sizzling and evaporating.

A weak groan escapes its burned mouth, and after twisting its body the last time, it finally dies.

[You have defeated Skystrider Beast - lvl 248]

[Lvl 177 > Lvl 181]

[Armament - lvl 39 > Armament - lvl 40]

[Mana Infusion - lvl 36 > Mana Infusion - lvl 37]

The monster falls to the ground, and I fall on it. As I do so, the armor around me dissipates, and I roll off its corpse, unable to stop it from happening. The air escapes my chest as I hit the ground.

I groan with pain, feeling a terrifying cold hitting my body, threatening to freeze it, and only then do I realize that I stopped generating thermal energy. With extreme difficulty, I calm my mind, and even through my complaining body, I start moving my mana again, transferring it to my heart and generating some heat that also slowly heals me, showing a limitation of the rare graded skill.

My body is pummeled from the inside, burned by the monster’s blood, and even by some of my flames that I was unable to control fully.

I pull out the Ethercrystal sword and stab it deep into the monster’s dead body. The blade immediately starts sucking the remaining mana from it and strengthening me. With relief, I sigh and lean against the monster.

A few scary minutes pass like that. My consciousness is kept only thanks to strengthening through the sword and flames that feed my passive. I watch as my hand shakes, and observing my body, I find out that I nearly depleted my body’s mana. The Mana Reservoir also took a big hit, with less than a third of its capacity remaining.

But as always, good things do not last.

The monsters start moving towards me from all sides, not scared anymore by the Skystrider Beast. There are dozens of them.

With a sigh, I pull the sword from the corpse and dodge to the side as a leech breaks the ground. I send a sharp pulse of mana through my body, strengthening it shortly at the top of the sword, and slash.

[You have defeated Mana Leech - lvl 170]

I move away from the corpse and my body staggers a bit as I feel weak in the legs. That makes an attack hit me, and I absorb only a bit of kinetic energy before I’m sent rolling on the ground.

Sensing another mana signature underground, I use the collected kinetic energy and send my body to the side, rolling even further before I stop.

When I get on my feet, I can barely stand, my body shaking and screaming in pain, and each use of mana sends sharp pain through my head.

Dozens of monsters start hungrily eating the giant corpse, disgusting noises sounding as they tear the skin and flesh from the body. Their devouring movements twitch the body, making it seem as if it’s moving.

For a moment, I feel a hint of a weird emotion.

What a scary opponent the beast was, how far it pushed me. Yet now its lifeless body lies here, devoured by monsters that wouldn’t even dare to come close to it while it was alive. And now they eat it, not even giving it enough time to cool down.

I feel the strengthening I’m getting from the sword weaken as the mana it was able to absorb starts to deplete and looking around, I detect a few dozen monsters moving toward me from all sides.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

[Focus]

More.

[Focus]

MORE!

[Focus]

My body stops shaking, all the emotions gone other than one. Sheer arrogance I show against all the odds. 

How dare they try to attack me like hyenas, thinking I’m easy prey.

The pain is still here but pushed to the back of my mind, and I squeeze the sword I’m holding. My mana starts filling my body once again, as always, giving me all these powers and skills I got so used to.

My heart beats, and this time it’s I who attacks first.

            


Chapter 225 - Door in the mountain


                Even though I strengthen my body, it’s still weak, so I dodge the first attack by letting myself fall, my knuckles scratching as I still hold the sword. The leech passes over my head and, without even turning around, I send a short pulse of thermal energy at it, hearing it screech in pain.

Another attack from the ground hits me, and this time I let it. I create armor only in front of my chest, absorbing some of the hits, strengthen my arm as much as I can and stab the monster. I continue to keeping up the armor on my chest and stabbing the monster. In the end, I also shoot a pulse of kinetic energy, finally killing it.

Both of us fall down, and I keep the sword stabbed inside the corpse to absorb as much mana as possible. 

I pull the sword out and stagger backward, only to avoid a nearly invisible mana attack that the leeches like to use. Small part of it still hits me, making me spin. Falling down to my knees, I push with kinetic energy, sending myself rolling away and dodging another attack. 

Another pulse sends me back to my feet, just in time to surround my arm with mana armor and stab the sword deep into the monster’s mouth.

Sharp teeth bite on the armor, cracking it, even sucking on the mana and weakening it further.

Crumpled armor presses against my skin, even slightly cracking the bone, and I send thermal energy through. The armor lights up with yellow flames, and the leech, while screeching, lets go. I send a cone of kinetic energy against its head, killing it.

The fight continues for what feels like hours. I’m so terribly weak right now, and killing a few dozen monsters strains me as much as nothing lately. 

I roll on the ground, I stumble, I dodge. I groan in pain. All while killing one monster after another, slowly and methodically, saving every point of mana mana and straining myself as little as possible.

At some point, everything stops existing, and there are two orders I follow. Keep thermal energy flowing through so you won’t freeze. The second one is to kill anything that moves through the mana particles I use to track the monsters.

Even then, the time comes when the last notification sounds, and after sending my senses into the area, I feel no presence.

A surprise hits me, and with it, a hint of disappointment. I start coming back to my senses and to this dead, dark world with only stars lighting it. The second Beyond trial.

Once again, I stagger towards the closest corpse and stab the sword into it, the blade hungrily sucking on the mana and strengthening my body.

That’s when I promise to myself that my next epic passive will be a healing one. Either a strengthened version of my current one or a better one. Actually, should I go and buy a rare passive now to heal me?

After restoring my eyes for a moment and checking the timer, a greedy part of me decides against it and that I would rather save for a stronger passive than buy a weak one. The fight is over anyway, and I’ll soon have Lily to heal my dumb ass.

With ten minutes remaining until the end of the trial, I stand up and start moving back into the valley between the mountains.

Only five minutes remain when I stop in front of the door, my chest moving up and down heavily even after a small usage of mana to get here faster.

The next four minutes I spend staring at the inscriptions and remembering as many as I can, even etching simpler versions of them into a mana stone I have on me. They don’t do anything, and it’s more akin to drawing on paper, just that the mana stones are much more expensive, yet I do not hesitate and do it as much as I can.

One minute left.

The world starts feeling as if it freezes over. I hear no sound and nothing moves at all. In the deafening silence, even mana inside my body refuses to move, and so does my mana heart. Only by checking the timer do I confirm that time didn’t freeze, as it continues to tick down.

Then a whisper sounds in my head, (So very curious. Haven’t I met you during your first Trial?)

There isn’t any connection that I could cut off, nor mana I could feel. The voice is just there, in my head. The inscriptions on the door start glowing even brighter, and the entire mountain feels as if it’s shaking.

“Who are you?” I ask.

(Just an intent I left in the tutorial.) the voice says as if it explains everything, yet it only creates more questions for me.

“Why?”

(To mess with @*—?#)!) it pauses, and I can nearly feel amusement from it. (So she censored even her name.) This time it laughs, the mountain shaking even more, and big pieces falling all around as it continues to crack.

The inscriptions glow in a painfully intense light, and I feel sick just from sensing the enormous amount of mana they contain and manipulate.

Five seconds remaining.

“Who is she?” I ask my last question.

(The Ruler of Greed, obviously.)

Then I get forced out.

No portal appears near me; it’s just my body that is yanked backward, everything around me turning into a blur. When it all stops, I find myself in the underground area under the house.

I sense that I triggered some sort of trap, and when I send my senses into the area, I realize that it’s only Sophie’s vastly improved web that surrounds the house. The effect I triggered was something akin to detection or a doorbell.

(Welcome back,) I let Sophie connect to my mind through her web.

(Can you send Lily here?) I ask while sliding to the ground, my back against the wall.

Huh, there is still so much blood?

(I did it already. Are you…)

I do not hear the rest of the words, and finally, after a week, I let myself pass out. My last thought is that Lily will be pissed off.

 







 

When I get back to myself, I decide to keep my eyes closed and don’t move at all, nor change the way I breathe. Instead, I only send my senses and detect three people in the room: Lily, Tess, and Hadwin.

“So, how is he?” Hadwin asks first.

At least a few hours must have passed already, so this more looks like he and Tess are checking on me while Lily heals me.

But there is one question. Does she need to touch me that much? I mean, it’s probably so her powers can more easily enter my body and all, but it still feels a bit awkward having her hand move on my chest and around the wounds there.

“If I use [Sacrifice] I can heal him much faster, but I don’t think it’s needed. His passive did help a bit,” from Lily’s voice I hear contempt, as if she is looking down at my rare graded passive.

That’s quite rude. Pyrokinetic Resurgence is trying its best.

“Well, you can tell him he almost died and you saved his life, Lily,” Hadwin says it in a way a grandpa would talk to his favorite grandchild.

In answer, Lily giggles and jokingly says something back.

I didn’t even notice they became so close. It feels a bit awkward finding it out. Sure, enough time passed to create friendships between people in the group, yet it still feels a bit weird.

“We will go, there is a quest to scout the territory around ants, apparently they are even closer now and if it continues this way they will get to the city in a month or two,” Tess sighs.

Oh boy.

“Take care,” Lily shouts as they leave and I hear the doors close.

For a while, Lily continues to send her mana into me and I observe it. I continue to compare it to her skill a few weeks ago and the difference is huge. Lily is slowly but surely becoming really good at it.

Out of nowhere, she pinches and twists the skin on my right collarbone, “I know you are awake.” 

Should I start fake snoring and pretend to sleep?

Lily pinches again and I finally open my eyes, “That’s rude.”

“It’s rude to think I wouldn’t notice my patient being awake,” she snorts and lets go of me. “You should get rid of your passive skill. To be honest, it’s pathetic how weak it is,” Lily adds out of nowhere.

“It helped me a lot,” I try to fight in the name of my innocent skill.

“I could heal better even on the second floor,” the black-haired healer doesn’t seem to be impressed.

Looking around, I realize that I’m on the bed in my room. Feeling the weight on my legs, I look down and there is a big burrito reminding me of a corgi sleeping on my legs.

“He stayed with you the entire time and refused to leave. Even when Izzy tried to lure him out with some food,” Lily says.

“I see,” I get out of myself, “How long?”

“Only a bit over a day.”

Huh, that’s not that bad. Slowly I’m improving. I should start working on my new construct to help me deal with these situations. First, I will need to get into healing a bit more. Traditional healing like Lily’s isn’t something I was able to get in, but healing through thermal energy with my passive seems like something that I could work with.

Before I realize it, Lily pinches my nose, “You are spacing out again. You always do that,” she complains, “Your eyes start looking even more distant. So what are you thinking about?” she pauses, “Women?” her eyes are cheeky as she says so.

Little twerp, pipsqueak! How dare she use my nose-pinching maneuver against me!

“Yesh, I thoukht about phwoman,” I say while she keeps my nose pinched.

Our eyes meet, she pinches even harder and twists a bit, but then slowly a smile crawls on her lips.

She starts laughing, and I can hear relief in her voice as her laugh sounds in the room, “I’m glad you are fine, Nathaniel,” Lily’s voice is soft as she says so.

 







 

When Lily leaves, I reach to boop Biscuit’s nose to feel manlier, but then I see him sleeping peacefully and remember Lily saying that he stayed with me the entire time. With a sigh, I stop myself from doing so and lay back on the bed, careful not to wake him up.

So weak! I’m so weak! Damn, what would Victoria say if she saw me like that? Actually, I don’t even have to think about it, I can imagine her words, “Just do whatever you want, Nat.” That’s just how she is.

“Status,” I whisper quietly to not wake up Biscuit.

Name:Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty:Hell Floor: 4 - Waning Realm

Time left until forced return: 4y 125d 10h 2m 6s

Traits (1/3):Mana Circuit 

 



Lvl 182

Strength: 85

Dexterity: 87

Constitution: 223

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 686 + 686

 



Primary Class: Focused Channeler (Epic)

Sub-class:[Initiate of Pride]

 



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 40

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 41

Perception - Lvl 39

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 38

Armament - Lvl 40

Mana Infusion - Lvl 37

Resonance - Lvl 31

Mana Domain - Lvl 15

Tether - Lvl 9

 



Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

 



Passive skills:

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

Mana Reservoir (epic)

Arcane Resilience (epic)

 



Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

Active skill combination token (low-grade)

 



Shards: 3032

Nice, the reward of 1000 shards is already here. I have gained 12 levels, three of them from that annoying beast. A few skills leveled up too and broke through a bottleneck, meaning that I need to get two more skills over 40 to get a skill upgrade token as a reward from a side quest. Well, maybe I will ignore this quest and just use the active skill combination token as it seems much more useful than the skill upgrade token. It could also take me a few weeks to break through the skill bottleneck to level forty.

But the biggest reward surely is the way I used [Armament]. A mecha-like armor allowed me to increase my size and fight against a much bigger monster that was resistant to my ranged attacks.

With a few improvements, this could become terrifyingly strong, even though right now I should hesitate to use it. My proficiency is still terrible, so it used way too much mana and the process was so bad it put a useless strain on my body. A few weeks of experimenting with it should improve it further and add another weapon to my arsenal.

But now, the thing I want to check the most.

“Use active skill combination token.”

 



You have used an active skill combination token. Please pick two skills from the following ones you would like to combine.



 

Warning! Combining two skills will reduce the level of the acquired skill.

Warning! A combination of not-compatible skills can result in worse skills.

Warning! After combining the skills, it will become extremely difficult to acquire the skills used for combination.

 



List of available skills to combine:

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 41

Perception - Lvl 39

Mana Infusion - Lvl 37

Armament - Lvl 40

Tether - Lvl 7

 



Oh, so [Focus], [Redistribution], [Resonance], and [Mana Domain] are not available for combination. It can either mean that the skills are just too high tier to be used this way, or the skill combination token is too low tier, and I would need to acquire a stronger one to actually combine these skills.

Well, it doesn’t matter; I wouldn’t use it on either of those four skills. They are way too important to me to use them this way.

[Mana Manipulation] with [Perception]

[Mana Manipulation] with [Mana Infusion]

[Mana Manipulation] with [Tether]

[Mana Manipulation] with [Armament]

[Perception] with [Mana Infusion]

[Perception] with [Tether]

[Perception] with [Armament]

[Mana Infusion] with [Tether]

[Mana Infusion] with [Armament]

[Tether] with [Armament]

Now then, I have ten possible combinations. Let’s get into theorizing.
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Chapter 226 - Hatched egg


                First, I look at [Mana Manipulation]. It’s probably the skill I use the most, and even though it’s not as high-tiered as some others I have, I still hesitate. For someone like me, the skill is extremely important and I don’t know what would happen if I got rid of it, so let’s rather keep it. 

That leaves me with 6 options.

[Perception] with [Mana Infusion] would probably vastly improve my detection of mana. Maybe even allow me to feel it better and, in the end, improve the way I use it.

[Perception] with [Tether] would most likely improve my placement of anchors. A new skill could straight up end up being some sort of teleport. That doesn’t sound bad at all.

[Perception] with [Armament] would most likely end up being a skill that would make my mana creations “smarter”, and maybe even allow me to program some behavior? Or maybe not, it sounds weird.

Then there is [Mana Infusion] with [Tether]. So maybe something to create traps that I can infuse with more mana or some stronger ranged attack?

[Tether] with [Armament], I don’t even know what to imagine. [Tether] is still a bit weird, so I have trouble with that.

And then, there is an option I like the most. Especially since I saw Maya using it and I used it on my own in the second Beyond trial.

[Mana Infusion] and [Armament]. I used both skills this way, to infuse mana into my armor, which made it much stronger. An improved version of that would make my mecha-like armor even stronger, projectiles as well.

To be honest, this might be the first time I could really use a lot of my mana. What I did before while fighting the beast is extremely mana-hungry but also really strong, especially against opponents who can ignore my ranged attacks. Weirdly, even with all that mana, getting up close and personal is a great option. 

And then there is also an idea I have had for some time that might allow me to circumvent the system a bit.

For one more time, I look at [Perception] with [Tether]. It sure sounds like teleport. But who needs to teleport when I can create giant armor around myself, and just stomp an asshole? Plus I can just improve my [Tether] and [Mana Domain] for maybe even better results.

“I want to combine [Mana Infusion] and [Armament],” I say quietly, still careful not to wake up Biscuit.

 



Congratulations, you have successfully combined [Mana Infusion] and [Armament]! A new skill has been created.

You have acquired [Regalia].

[Regalia - lvl 0 > Regalia - lvl 6]

 



Damn, [Armament] was at 40 and [Mana Infusion] at 37, so this skill better be cool as heck. The name is a bit weird when comparing it to other skills, but not in a bad way.

I start creating a mana orb over the palm of my hand, and my mana moves there easily, the orb nearly instantly changing to dark blue with wisps of pale blue mana inside. Observing it tells me that I need to push just a little for it to turn into a tricolored orb. The speed is just that immense. The orb itself feels heavier than before and even denser. I would need to test it a bit more, but it feels much tougher while still listening to me as before and moving according to my will.

The best part of it is that the skill is at level 6 only, in comparison to [Armament] which used to be 40. I mean, I won’t complain, but isn’t this too much?

I reduce the density a bit, and the orb becomes a lighter, more transparent shade of light blue, but it moves much faster and changes shape however I want, expanding, shrinking, all according to my will.

Right now, I really want to pump more mana into it and try to create armor, but the cute corgi sleeping on my legs holds me back. I guess I will have to stay here for a while.

Now then, back to a little bit of scamming.

I expand the orb in my hand, turning it into a dagger, and then try to fill it with more mana. It obviously works, either using [Mana Manipulation] or [Regalia] to do so. But this is not what I want to do. I long since learned to infuse my creations with thermal or kinetic energy, and ever since the third floor, I was attempting to infuse them with my skills.

Even back then, my goal was to turn [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion], and now with the skill out of the way, it seems as good a time to try. I already made a lot of attempts over the past few months, even before the end of the 3rd floor.

I close my eyes, let’s try it.

 







 

(Food?) I hear with my mind and open my eyes.

Biscuit is lying on my chest, with his front legs on my collarbones. When I look at him, he tilts his head, a pink tongue sticking out slightly. His eyes are still not fully open and he seems to be sleepy, as if he just woke up.

“Everything is fine.”

(Food food?)

“Yes, I swear, it’s fine now,” I reach out and after touching his tongue, I ruffle the top of his head.

(Food.)

“Yes, I know, the next time I will try not to be away for that long.”

Only after I say that he woofs and puts his head on my chest. Then, while listening to my heartbeat, he yawns and closes his eyes again.

Such a good boy.

I check the status, and [Infusion] is already at level 13, and even [Regalia] leveled up once.

In the end, it was easier than I thought, and I got [Infusion] nearly immediately after I started my attempts to get it. That makes me wonder if [Mana Infusion] held me back from acquiring it or if there is something else at work. But that doesn’t sound right as before I evolved my [Mana Perception] into [Perception]. It could also be caused by me going through the second Beyond trial and my experience with the door and improvement of Mantle.

Carefully, I sit up and then stand up, holding Biscuit in my arms. He continues to sleep, and I move carefully, even using [Redistribution] to absorb some shocks as I walk to not wake him up.

Thankfully, I’m already wearing clothes. Someone also washed me while changing them, and at this point, I’m too worried to ask who. Neither of the options seem good, so I’d rather ignore it.

Outside of my room, I send my sense through the house and detect the twins.

When I get to the kitchen, Aaron and Dennis are sitting on the couch, as always, both close to each other and drawing something on a bunch of papers in front of them, seemingly theorizing about the uses of their skills and weaknesses of the monsters they hunt.

As they see me, they wave and, noticing sleeping Biscuit, stay quiet. Both of them pretend to be normal, but I long since noticed that no matter how friendly they look or how much they joke or talk with me, there is still a hint of carefulness.

Unlike Min-Jae, they don’t like me that much. It’s most likely caused by the impression I gave them on the first floor, or they just don’t have as trusting a personality as Min-Jae. To be honest, I don’t mind it. They have a reason why they act the way they do, and it’s not something that bothers me too much. I don’t need people to like me or anything.

I sit on the couch with Biscuit still in my arms and look at them. 

“How was the second trial?” Dennis asks quietly, and I use [Resonance] to cut off the sound around Biscuit so we won’t wake him up.

Then, I shortly and without too much description, tell them about the second trial. Like everyone in the group, they also already know about Beyond, yet showed not even a tiny bit of interest in going there. They are just curious, and as I talk, they listen carefully, asking once in a while. It all reminds me of someone watching an action movie; that’s how it feels.

Aaron and Dennis are both really similar. By similar, I mean nearly the same. Their personality and behavior are nearly identical, a sentiment confirmed by both of them having exactly the same skills.

The only way I can tell them apart is by their mana, but here I also noticed that they are trying to work on that. They know I distinguish them by mana, so they work on a way to confuse me, trying to duplicate signatures. 

I still don’t know if they do it as training or just to troll me. With them, either of the options could be it.

“I heard ants were seen close to the city,” I say at one point.

“Yup, lynthari didn’t like it at all, and I didn’t see them hissing and nya-ing so much ever since we came here. Ants didn’t attack or anything, not yet, but apparently, in a few weeks, they should be here with their speed,” Dennis says.

Aaron also joins in, “Obelia was also looking for you. Something about an expedition and auction. Myrra also came,” he giggles, “Lily was so mad.”

“What is this bitch doing here again. Nathaniel should clearly tell her he is not interested in old women,” Dennis mimics Lily’s voice, and that makes Aaron laugh even more, yet he does it quietly, still worried about not waking up the best doggo.

But damn, Lily sure has no chill. Obelia looks barely thirty.

“I must never become weaker than Lily,” not really knowing why I say it out loud instead of keeping it in my mind.

Even the twins seem surprised, but soon they smile.

“I never thought of that. I wonder what would happen to you if you were weaker.” Dennis’s quiet laugh sounds in the room.

“I’m more and more sure Lily is an Initiate of Lust,” Aaron joins in without hesitation.

Then the twins continue to joke with me. It’s barely noticeable, but their laugh seems a tiny bit more real than before.

 







 

Later that night, Sophie and Izzy return first, followed by Maya.

Maya greets me first and tells me about the spot where she hid good snacks, and then she disappears to take a shower.

I’m already impatient to show off my new skill to her, but this will wait.

Biscuit is awake and well, floating around and annoying people to get some food. As if offering a sacrifice to keep their souls, everyone gives him something and the corgi floats to another target. Who would want to mess with a divine beast with one of the rare Primordial energies? Surely not I.

I notice that Izzy is holding her arms behind her back as if hiding something, and when I try to probe with my mana, she shouts angrily, “No, don’t look!” and stomps. That sends a weak pulse of mana from her that blocks my vision.

It only makes me more curious.

“The egg has hatched,” Sophie tells me while putting away their gear.

My curiosity grows even bigger. What could be inside the egg that cost five thousand shards? An amount close to an epic passive.

“Izzy?” I say carefully, but she seems to be waiting for something. “Please?” I add.

She seems to hesitate but still shakes her head, “You will have to tell Biscuit to be more friendly with…” she pauses, “with mine and Sophie’s pet!”

Just tell me the name already, you silly girl, “I will tell him that, I promise,” I say, still curious about what kind of beast it is that Biscuit apparently doesn’t like.

For Izzy, such a promise is enough, and she runs to me, taking her hand from behind her back and showing me an animal. It is a beautifully white snake with emerald green eyes that have a surprisingly intelligent look in them.

The snake looks towards me, sticks out its tongue, and I can feel it, tasting my mana? That’s the best way I can describe it. Then the snake tries to move closer to me.

“Oh, he really likes you! He didn’t do it with anyone else,” Izzy says, surprised but also a bit annoyed.

The snake seems to like my mana, not me, you silly girl, I want to say. There is no text over its head, and the creature still feels somewhat weak.

“Izzy, I have a few ideas for a name,” I can’t help myself. The snake looks cool, even though it’s still small and wrapped around Isabella’s arm. “Maybe something like Hissarion, Whitey, Emeraldie, Snek, Jörmungandr.”

“Oh, you don’t have to. We already have a name!” Izzy stops me.

“Izzy picked it,” Sophie joins in the conversation.

I already know where this is going.

“We call him Noodle!” the little girl says proudly.

Noodle looks first at her and then at me. It might be only me, but his eyes seem tired.
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Chapter 227 - New group member


                I continue to look at Noodle, and he looks at me; soon, we both come to an understanding.

We are the same.

Noodle here is introverted as well, suffering under the hand of his energetic, extroverted child owner.

“Hang in there, buddy,” I say. As I do, he sticks out his tongue and swivels it towards me, once again tasting my mana.

For a moment, it also looks like he is trying to reach me, but Isabella quickly hides him, and I can see a hint of jealousy on her face, “Noodle is mine!” she fights back.

Meanwhile, Sophie shakes her head while looking at me, “I’ve noticed it a few times, but animals really like you. Biscuit, some from the city, now even Noodle, what are you? A Disney princess?”

Too proud to answer, I just ignore her and pass by Izzy. While doing so, I send a bit of my mana toward the white snake, and I notice him opening his mouth a bit and swallowing it. The cute little snake seems to enjoy it.

We introverts have to stick together.

“I will go to the city for a bit,” I tell Sophie before leaving, and she nods in acknowledgment.

When outside, I boost my body and lift up into the air, flying over the houses and towards Obelia’s guilds.

The Guild House of Storm Brigade is one of the highest towers in the city. It’s really wide, allowing nearly anything they need to fit in. A place to sleep, training areas, learning areas, and labs. Just all in one. The walls of the tower are interwoven with circuits that have mana flow through them. The circuits strengthen it and have detection in them. I also long since noticed some nasty traps hidden there, ready to activate.

I land just outside the garden that surrounds the tower from all sides and then walk towards it. The air here is also filled with multiple effects that make flying much more difficult.

At the door, I meet two guards who greet me, used to my visits from before. Yet they still reach their hand towards me, and I send a bit of my mana at them.

Using an item, they collect it and find it in their database, only then allowing me in after greeting me. Apparently, I have one of the highest possible clearances. Either thanks to Tess, who is Obelia’s third disciple, or thanks to me being the guild master of Angry Kittens.

After getting inside, I get going and fly through the tunnel made for people with this ability and get to the highest floor. There, I stop in front of the door to Obelia’s quarters. As a guild master, she takes up the entire floor, the inscriptions in the wall denser, and the floor has an office, shielded labs, a strengthened training area, and a vault. Anything she would need.

It doesn’t take long, and Obelia herself comes to greet me. Knowing it’s me, she doesn’t even wear the uniform Storm Brigade uses, just some comfortable-looking homely clothes. When dealing with me or Tess, she just does that. Otherwise, she is uptight and nearly always formal with her guild.

“What can I thank for your visit?” she says, dropping formalities.

She then leads me towards the outer wall and then onto a balcony that oversees the city. Here both of us sit, and for a moment I take in the view. No matter how many times I get there, I still continue to enjoy it.

“I just wanted to ask you for a few more pieces of ethercrystal and selenium,” I ask.

From my testing, I found that these two materials are nice to work with, and both are good at holding or leading mana. Sure, there are some that are even better, it’s just that they are too expensive for how little I would be able to get.

“I will have them delivered to your house tomorrow morning,” Obelia says without much hesitation, and I just nod.

After a while, I ask, “How is Tess doing?”

That makes her look at me, her silver eyes calm, yet I see them changing a bit. Obelia seems to be proud and maybe a bit jealous of Tess, her disciple for a few months already.

“Tess is amazing, she already dealt with my second disciple, and the first one is avoiding her at all costs,” she smiles just a little bit, “Tess is fierce, and when they started trying to control her, worried for their spot as 1st and 2nd disciples, she just beat them up.”

Obelia then lifts up her hand and red lightning starts cracking on her palm; it’s similar to Tess’s, but not too much. Tess has white and red lightning that feels purer, and more dangerous than what Obelia is doing.

And the guild master of the Storm Brigade seems to know it as well, “There was progress. Just a little bit, but even that is more than I was able to do in the past 10 years.” The lightning disappears.

She continues, “Sometimes I wonder where you two came from. Also, some of your guild members. Your skills are… something else,” Obelia says, but the tone of her voice makes it clear that she doesn’t expect an answer.

“What’s with the ants?” I ask instead, to change the subject.

“Three or four weeks at most and they will get too close to the city, so we will push back against them. The lynthari have a territory they won’t let them enter, so if that happens, there will be war,” her eyes become distant, “we would attack much sooner, but there aren’t that many of them, and they don’t even build tunnels. It’s all too weird, to be honest, so even the lynthari don’t know how to react.”

“I see, it’s really a mystery,” I say and quickly change the subject, “Some time ago you did talk about an expedition and auction. Do you still count me in?”

“That’s something I wanted to talk with you about. The expedition can start in three days if you are willing to join. If everything goes according to plan it will take two days, if something screws up, it will take three to five.”

“So five days for the expedition.”

Obelia nods, “As for the auction, it’s set to start a few days after we finish the expedition, so that is also fine. I have a spot for you and two more people saved.”

“Sounds good. Then a few days after the auction, we can start with the Living Tree. I will be ready by then.” I stand up, “Will you let Myrra know and send someone with more information on the expedition and auction?”

Obelia just nods and I step towards the balcony. [Resonance] activates, and I jump from it, the skill allowing me to ignore my anti-fly safeguards.

Hopefully, there will be some strong monsters on the expedition. The ones around or a bit further away from the city are way too weak for me currently. But something tells me I will have my fun soon, the Living Tree, then the Colony, and after both are dealt with, the Fallen Hero. I totally won’t deal with one Calamity only, I will get rid of these three and then find the fourth one.

When I land, I start walking again, this time towards a huge training area somewhere near the middle of the city. The entire area is built on weird gray polished stone, remains from times long past.

The gray stone that covers the area is indestructible. Literally. I have tried everything and was unable to even scratch it. No one knows what kind of stone it is, or what purpose it is for, so they just decided to turn it into an area where people fight without constantly creating craters.

I think I would like whoever decided to do that.

Unsurprisingly, I find there Isola, a short, pale, black-haired woman. The guild master of the Obsidian Circle.

As she often does, she duels and trains there, wearing a tee that shows her pale, yet muscular body and a big piece of her slim belly with a hint of abs.

Isola likes to fight, no, she loves to fight and lately, she has become my go-to punching ba… training partner when I want to test something. She doesn’t seem to mind and, scarily, I noticed her getting better and better at countering my skills. We haven’t gone full out yet, but it’s clear that she has an immense talent for battle as well as a strong competitive spirit.

She is easygoing, always bored, and looking for fun things to do. She is also a total musclehead, yet weirdly smart when it comes to fighting.

“Feral angry kitten, welcome!” she immediately ditches her sparring partner and comes rushing to me, a big smile on her face.

Unlike Elydor, she says our guild name without ill intention or contempt, so I don’t mind it that much.

Isola is already preparing to fight and I can see her mana starting to activate, strengthening her stupidly strong body even more.

I give her a short greeting and then [Regalia] activates as I use it to surround myself with armor. Unlike the old one, this one is even more dangerous looking. It’s not as bulky, being nearly skin-tight, yet its design is improved by the skill itself and then even more by my Pride sub-class. Simple, but beautiful and somewhat regal feeling.

“Oh, this is a new one!” Isola says excitedly, her skin-tight barrier already surrounding her body and she adds to it even more as a reaction to my improved skill.

She attacks first and I stand there, watching as her fist is about to hit me. Before it does, I decide to use kinetic energy and send it through the armor with the help of [Infusion]. 

Her fist hits the middle of my chest and that’s all. On the blue armor, a ripple appears, sent through its entirety. Like a stone thrown into a calm lake. 

At the same time, I feel the effect of [Infusion] that combined with [Regalia]. My mana rushes into the armor at the point of hit, strengthening it and then using infused kinetic energy to absorb the energy of Isola’s attack.

I feel nothing, my body doesn’t move at all. The armor absorbs it all and kinetic energy flows through it, instead of being sent inside my body. 

“Interesting!” without hesitation, she switches stance, mana appearing from intricate tattoos on her forearms and she hits me with an attack, switching to attacks that use mana.

Again and again, she hits me, yet the result is similar. The kinetic energy of her attacks gets absorbed and mana attacks just crash against the armor. At places where they damage it, more mana rushes there, filling the cracks and repairing the armor.

The drain on my mana is noticeable even with the amount of mana I possess. I start moving as well and using the kinetic energy I’ve collected, I punch at Isola. She dodges it, and we continue to exchange punches and kicks, moving all over the area.

The more we fight, the more I realize how amazing the skill is, especially in combination with [Infusion] that adds properties to it.

Closer to the end of the fight, I disable the armor and start creating projectiles using [Regalia]. Even they are much stronger and unlike those from our spars before, Isola isn’t able to disrupt or destroy them. The decision I made seems to be really good so far.

 







 

When I return to the house, I find that everyone is back inside. 

Ignoring the front door, I carefully pass through Sophie’s web, able to do so without triggering traps or alarms, thanks to my extensive help in creating it.

After jumping onto my balcony, I look at Tess, who is standing there. She is resting against the railing and looking down at the city that is already filled with colorful lights as the night came. Tess seems to be thinking, so I just join her in silence.

The wind continues to blow, and unlike most of the time, her hair isn’t tied into a ponytail and just waves in the wind, even at night showing its pretty blonde color.

When she turns to me, her steel-gray eyes are serious, and I see a hint of excitement and worry in them, “I was able to combine two of my skills,” she says simply, “[Lightning Armor] and [Lightning Manipulation],” she names her old skill and the skill she was able to get around two weeks ago.

Tess uses her mana to feed her new skill, and the moment it activates, I realize how powerful it is, not dissimilar to my [Regalia].

Slowly, red and white lightning moves and collects over her head, at first creating a halo that hovers there, then the halo changes its shape a bit, turning into a crown made from red and white lightning. The tips of that crown turn slightly yellow as if heated metal. The power of her new lightning is extremely pure.

“It’s called [Storm Crown],” Tess says, red and white lightning lighting her blonde hair and face. Even before she continues, I know what it means, “Nat, I can now enter Beyond 1st trial.”
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Rise of the Living Forge [A Blacksmith litRPG]

Ever since Arwin was summoned as a child, all he has known is war. And now, to claim the demon queen’s life and end the war, he has to kill himself.   

But, as he deals the final blow to his mortal enemy, the Hero of Mankind is betrayed.

Caught in a magical explosion thought to end him, Arwin awakens a month later to find that everyone has already moved on. His [Hero] class has changed to a unique blacksmith class called [The Living Forge] that is empowered by consuming magical items, but some of his old passive [Titles] remain, giving him the power to forge his new future exactly the way he wants to.

Arwin isn’t going to settle for anything less than completely surpassing the powers he wielded as the Hero.

After all, you are what you eat – and Arwin’s diet just became legendary.

***

What to expect: 

- Item focused crafting story, where a lot of the MC’s power comes from his equipment

- No Harem

- Strong to Stronger MC

- Slow burn revenge with a focus on the MC rebuilding his life and discovering new purpose

Chapters every day at 11:30 AM CST



                



Chapter 228 - The second strongest member of Group 4


                I spent the rest of the day and a big part of another helping Tess to get used to her skill.

[Storm Crown], while activated, improves her control over lightning by a lot. It also allows her to let lightning flow through her body and create something like [Lightning Armor] from before. In some ways, it’s a bit similar to my [Regalia].

While watching Tess use it and feeling the force behind her attacks, I can’t help but feel admiration for her. She is extremely hardworking, in both dealing with people from our group, all the planning, and even with her training.

I don’t think I ever saw her skip a day of training and similarly to Izzy, she also always walks around the house, having some of her skills activated. All of that transformed into her being the second person from our group about to enter Beyond. Other than her, only Lily and Min-Jae showed interest in it.

Lily should be fine with her skills and after gaining some levels, but Min-Jae… it’s something to deal with. He is strong and has improved a lot, he also works hard, yet he is missing something that is hard to describe.

“It’s easier than I thought, the new skill feels like a combination of my old ones, keeping them intact, but adding to them while strengthening them as well,” Tess says.

She then gestures with her hand, a dozen lightning arrows shooting at me, only to be met by a shield made of [Regalia]. I didn’t infuse it with any other skills, but it’s vastly stronger than before.

“My sub-class also seems to be working nicely with it.” As she says so, [Storm Crown] activates again and the crown that floats over her head shines brighter, and white and red lightning create it.

Tess, without any gesture, moves her dozen javelins towards her, each of them rare graded and made of endurium. Lightning cracks around her body, filling the weapons with it and all at once fly at me.

This time the shield I make is much thicker and I infuse it with [Resonance].

The javelins stab into it, but the moment they do so, I feel a pull on my mana and my skill disrupts the lightning.

Tess uses her skill and the javelins that she declared to be hers fly back and float behind her back.

The look in her eyes changes and she opens her mouth, “I declare this to be my domain,” the tone of her voice is different as if she is forcing the world to listen to her will. 

That’s her [Declaration].

It takes a toll on her and I can feel the amount of mana it uses, even making her [Storm Crown] flicker. Yet it works and her mana fills a spherical area around her in a similar way my [Mana Domain] does. Within that domain, lightning continues to flicker in the air, ready to bend to her will, and the stones on the ground start to float upwards.

Tess pushes more and the crown over her hair shines brighter, and her blonde hair floats, lightning passing through the strands.

Following the blast of lightning comes out of nowhere, without giving me a chance to feel it, and crashes against my body I strengthened. Pushed by it, I absorb my inertia and [Resonance] activates, weakening her domain and pushing against her.

Each of Tess’s skills activates faster within her declared domain, and the javelins that fly at me move as if they have their own mind, each with a different speed and trajectory, but all of them are trailed by lightning.

Sliding into [Focus], I calmly observe them and, strengthening my body, I deflect all of them. 

The lightning that fails to damage me floats in the air and gets pulled to Tess, spinning around her body. The moment the ground explodes under her, she shoots at me a sharp blast of concentrated Primordial energy. It’s fast, very fast, and it pierces the barrier I create and fails to push further, crashing against a glove made of [Regalia] that I infused with [Resonance].

My [Mana Domain] activates as well and starts clashing against Tess’s. I feed it more mana until I win over her skill and cancel it.

I create an anchor behind Tess’s back and send kinetic energy to it. I do it much faster than before and Tess barely reacts by creating a lightning armor around her before my attack throws her to the side.

Then she is nearly out of mana and I stop my attacks. The time we spent testing and her [Declaration] spent the last big remaining chunks of her mana.

“I liked your last attack,” I say as I grab a bottle from a bench nearby and throw it to her, “With a bit of practice, it could become really deadly.”

Tess grabs the bottle and takes a sip while moving a strand of hair off her forehead. She also seems to be thinking and replaying our fight, “I prefer quicker and weaker attacks. This one uses too much mana and takes a bit longer than I would like to use.”

“There is a simple solution to that.”

“More mana?”

“More mana,” I confirm to her amusement.

“Looking at my skill, I guess I will have to,” she sits down while letting out a loud sigh. “I will also go for Potency and upgrade my mana attribute. I think it combines the best with my skills and sub-class.”

“Come on, don’t be shy, just say out loud that your sub-class is Chastity,” I plop next to her.

My teasing gets me a poke with her finger into my ribs and a small smile, “Any other advice for Beyond?”

“Just don’t die.”

“Obviously, that’s a priority.”

“No, Tess, I really mean it.” I say.

Something in my voice makes her expression change, and the look she gives me is hard to describe.

I continue, “You keep spewing all this bullshit about camaraderie and about you taking care of everything.” I lower the effect of [Focus] which most of the time weakens my anxiety, fear, and other useless emotions.

As I do so, I can feel something that I can describe only as worry, “Do not dare to die,” I repeat.

 







 

Early the next day, Lily, Tess, and I sit down in the basement. Tess is in top condition, wearing armor that used to be Edwal’s and that was changed to fit her. She has multiple mana batteries with her, and a dozen endurium rare javelins float behind her back.

The Beyond’s first trial will take one hour, so she takes no food, and in case something changes, she can use the system shop to buy some.

Her mana is filled to the brim and [Storm Crown] is already activated, collecting and storing lightning energy in a similar way I do with my orbs. It’s already been plenty of hours since she started with it and at this point, the amount of lightning energy it holds is quite scary.

I would like her to collect more, no matter how much she complains about not wanting to blow off half of the street. Unfortunately, Tess currently can’t contain and hold more.

She also refuses to wait longer, saying that she needs to experience the danger of Beyond and can’t just get there when getting much stronger. That’s something that is easier to understand.

I watch as she stretches, fixes her armor, and then takes in a deep breath.

The entrance to the first trial appears in front of her, and she looks at us, “See you in one hour,” she says and takes a step without hesitation, and the entrance disappears behind her.

Ten minutes pass in silence when Lily asks me, “Are you worried about her?”

I give it a bit of thought and then nod, seeing no reason to lie. It’s silly, I know, Tess is scary strong, and stubborn. She will be fine. Yet, like a normal human, I got used to people around me, to my schedule, to seeing them around. Right now, taking some of it away from me would annoy me.

“Would you be worried about me as well? When I also go there?” Lily asks, her voice quiet.

At first, I just want to pinch her nose or ignore it the way I always do, but when I look at her, I can see how serious she is. This is not just some sort of jealousy she sometimes shows. No, what I can see is some deep trauma that she seems to have and tries to hide.

It also makes me realize that I know almost nothing about her, other than things I have learned in the tutorial.

“I would,” I tell her. I won’t know for sure until it happens, but I can say with almost certainty that I would.

Unlike her usual self, I see relief on her face. As if she was really worried that I would say no. In the same way as most of us here, Lily also didn’t have a nice life.

In the silence that ensues, we continue to wait.

Forty minutes remaining.

Thirty.

Five minutes.

A minute.

Ten seconds.

A portal appears, and Tess steps through it, immediately falling to her knees. The lightning wildly cracks around her body, her eyes wild and unfocused. She falls to the ground, a big chunk of her leg missing, and a hole in her side, the wound burned and closed by her lightning.

Then her eyes meet mine, and they clear for a moment. She looks proud and slowly closes her eyes to let herself doze off. The moment she does so, I feel her heartbeat slow down, and as I take a step towards her. White and red lightning that still remains around her body bursts against me, hurting me like a whip, burning wounds into my flesh. The same lightning hits her own heart and restarts it, making her regain a normal heartbeat.

Lily passes by me and her mana activates too. The lightning also shoots against her, but the black-haired healer annoyed furrows her brow, and thin wisps of gray mana shoot from her, clashing against the lightning and disintegrating it.

For a moment, the two skills continue to clash, yet the gray smoke-like mana wins, getting rid of all the lightning.

Without any hesitation, Lily puts her hand on Tess and pushes her mana into the blonde woman’s body. Lily doesn’t use [Sacrifice], she just heals with her improved skill and with the entirety of her mana, and the wounds close, even new flesh creating at places where it is missing. She pushes until she is out of mana.

Tess’s breathing calms down and her face looks peaceful, the pain disappearing from it.

That’s when two of Lily’s fingers disappear, and new skin creates over the wounds. Unlike the pale arm she made for me, this skin is the same tan as Tess’s original skin. After observing the blonde a bit longer, another of Lily’s fingers disappears and she heals something I think are internal wounds.

When she is done, Tess looks almost like new.

Once again, I’m reminded why on each floor there are organizations willing to kill to have capable healers in their ranks.

“She would have been fine without me, but now she doesn’t need days to heal,” Lily says while turning to me, seemingly not bothered at all by her missing fingers. “She did have a few smaller internal wounds, but I took care of it.”

Lily then pretends to want to tie her hair into a ponytail but is unable to do so because of missing fingers, and the look she gives me is a bit cheeky, and I immediately know what she wants.

After I get behind her and start slowly tying her hair into a ponytail, “You did well,” I tell her.

“I did, didn’t I? Tess better be thankful,” Lily smiles, tilting her head a bit, a big smile on her face. “Oh, and I got a few ideas of how I could combine [Rejuvenation] and [Reshaping], so soon I will go there too!”

“Yes, yes, just level up a bit more. The amount of mana you hold is pathetic, to be honest. You can’t keep sacrificing your fingers because of it.”

“I won’t be. Soon, I will learn how to [Sacrifice] items instead of them. And since we are rich, I will be able to get myself plenty of small, expensive items to do so.”

As Tess seems safe, I feel some tension leave my body and my mood improves as well. Obviously, I won’t show it to this pesky black-haired healer of ours. Lately, she has been too shameless and I wonder, would having an annoying younger sibling be like this?

“I am rich. You are just a leech,” I tell her.

“I am, am I not?” she giggles a bit. “Then, are you technically my sugar da…”

Before she finishes, I tap the top of her head and poke her side. But that makes her only laugh more.

            


Chapter 229 - Little Princess


                When Tess wakes up, she is at first surprised by the people around her. Only slowly she realizes that she is in the living room instead of her room.

It was my idea. That’s what she gets for making me worry.

Unsurprisingly, Tess deals with people who immediately ask her questions fairly quickly. A harsh look here, some lightning there. Yet, I notice that she is not that mad and realizes that they are just that worried. Even though she is trying to hide it, I can see her smiling a bit. 

This is the kind of camaraderie she always hoped for. People going through the same terrible experience because of things out of their control and learning to help and worry about each other.

All the attention is on Tess and even Biscuit is there, and it takes a lot of time until she patiently answers their questions while they keep offering her food, snacks, and something to drink.

Tess’s first Beyond trial was different from mine. The area was the same, but the monsters she had to deal with were different, with the end boss being a Giant Troll, a variant of troll with immense regeneration and huge stature that made it quite hard to kill.

A test seemingly to improve or check on her damage output, as Tess usually prefers more and weaker attacks.

Her skills improved and she leveled up, now being close to 150 and to getting her Primary class upgrade. I went to Beyond at around level 120, while Tess went a bit over 140. I can see that it still annoys her a bit as she is quite competitive.

When I check the Beyond community, I see the change.

Beyond 4/10

Unknown guy, Savant, me, Tess, that makes four of us here with probably Lily being the next one. Damn, group 4 is quite dominating this field, not like I will complain. More capable people mean more of me leeching off of them.

The others become rowdy as well, and Dennis starts shouting something about them having to celebrate this, and I carefully disappear while masking my mana signature.

When outside, I take in the fresh air and boost myself, flying towards one spot in the city. I get greeted by a few guards Obelia left there when I asked her to. All three of them are over level 150, which makes it quite expensive.

After getting inside, I get welcomed by an older man with graying hair.

[Spellsmith - lvl 79]

“Such a shame, I thought you forgot about it and I will get to keep the items you left with me,” he jokes.

There in the middle of the table lies an Ethercrystal shortsword, an epic weapon that Elydor used to own. It’s surrounded by multiple weird contraptions, a few mana stones, and even some metal rods with immensely delicate inscribing.

Parts of my plan to kill the Living Tree.

“Maybe I can beat one guy and get you a nice epic dagger if you want,” I offer.

I’m sure Lorven will piss me off once or twice in the future, so I can take the dagger from him again.

“Yeah, no thanks. Just from your expression, I can tell I don’t want to mess with it,” he says immediately.

Some people are scarily good at reading my expression which rarely changes. Skill, experience? Smelling my mood? All sorts of annoying stuff exists.

“So, how’s it going?” I ask.

The man has been helping me ever since the start, to my not-too-big surprise he is one of the best inscribers in the city and was even able to get help from a few others, men and women similar to him who are more excited to work on this project rather than by the amount of money they will get for helping.

The amount of theory crafting they did in the last several months is immense.

“We are mostly ready, but the inscribing is something you will have to do. Not even combined do we have enough mana or levels in required skills to inscribe an epic-graded weapon,” he sighs. “It would be amazing to work on it, but I can live with just observing it.”

He points at a few mana stones on the table, “There are some improvements we came up with, so please check them out.”

I nod and take the stones. Then I spend a few minutes examining what they have prepared for me. Some things are just straight-up efficiency improvements, while others are here like crutches to make inscribing easier, but I immediately scratch them up inside the stone. I won’t be needing that with the amount of mana I possess and the force in the stones.

For a moment, I close my eyes and replay the frequency of the Living Tree’s barrier, and make some changes.

Obviously, the tree might change it up, but I just set the base that I can quickly change when needed. In the end, I take a bigger mana stone and inscribe it all inside, the final version.

When I hand it to the older man, he just shakes his head, “It always terrifies me how quickly you can inscribe something onto a mana stone that is highly rated.” He then spends some time examining it while I’m checking the materials. 

Everything seems fine and ready to go. I will take the sword, we will go on an expedition with Obelia in a day or two. Then the auction and after that, I can finish my secret weapon.

Tree Obliterator 9000.

“By the way, the Craft Guild offered you to join again, this time they offer you the position of honorary vice guild master,” he says, and I can see he is smiling.

“Again?” I sigh.

“Yes, they don’t want to give up.”

“One would think they have better things to do. Just tell them to practice.”

“Well, it’s your fault for letting out some of your inscriptions. Some of them are revolutionary to the point I think you do not realize.”

Huh, I just did it for fun while working with the old man, “Ask money from them if they are so annoying they can at least pay.”

“Yes, yes,” he says almost absentmindedly and I see he is examining the mana stone I inscribed. His expression shows how happy he is, examining it, and I can almost hear all the new ideas swirling inside his head.

“Are you sure about this?” he steps closer.

As before, there is no hesitation, and I have a feeling that he wouldn’t care even if I were a Champion or Absolute, that’s how much he enjoys talking about his craft.

This silly old man also refused any form of payment, only asking for a chance to examine the stones and work with me and then, in the end, to watch the process of working on Tree Obliterator 9000.

Somehow, I can’t bring myself to be annoyed, no matter how much he is asking or talking about inscribing. He just seems to love it in the same way I love working with mana and being such a person, he also wants other people to like what he does.

 







 

I’m about to return to our house when I notice two people in front of the gate. A lynthari woman with red hair and a tail like a fox and a child with the same color tails as her.

[Enthraller - lvl ??]

Immediately I know the adult lynthari is not good news.

The moment I look at her, she notices it and turns towards me. Right after, I feel her mana touch me, leaving a mark. After checking, I realize that it was made so she could track me.

She has impossibly blue eyes, that seem to pierce right through me, and she is easily the strongest person I met on the 4th floor.

Unlike other lynthari, she is shorter, only a bit taller than me. She looks to be a bit over thirty years old, but she also bears this almost ethereal beauty some older lynthari possess. The way she moves is fascinating and unnerving at the same time.

“Underling!” the little girl shouts and rushes towards me, followed by what I guess is her grandmother, the leader of lynthari. The Matriarch.

“It was really hard to find you, you know! But no worries, I was able to do it in the end, nya!”

I carefully watch them, but the matriarch doesn’t seem to be angry. She is just standing there, lovingly smiling at the little girl. Towards me, she doesn’t say anything, her silence making me even more nervous.

“Yeah, it’s nice to see you,” I say carefully, still not sure how to treat her in front of this ancient lynthari.

“Boss! You have to call me boss!”

Oh boy, “I apologize, boss!” In the end, I just decide to go with the flow and at the same time, I remove the mark the matriarch left on me.

I rouse up my mana and meet her impossibly blue eyes. I don’t push more and only use it to send the message that there is a line I do not want to cross.

In the same way as the lynthari, she doesn’t seem to find my behavior annoying, just amusing, and for a short moment, her canines show before they disappear as quickly.

Little Riftwalker, the matriarch’s granddaughter, continues to talk about how much she likes the word I told her about.

“Some other lynthari also started to use it!” she complains, “But it’s fine, nya! Everyone knows that it came from me. Good job, as expected from my underling.” Even though she is 29, her mental age is even less than that of Izzy. Maybe closer to a 6-year-old?

She also talks a lot, as if getting out all the words she couldn’t say to anyone, and then I start to realize how lonely this little girl must be. Being the granddaughter of the most powerful woman in the city and one of the very few lynthari children.

Just how happy she was when I decided to go with her play on boss and underling, how quickly she talks now as if trying to get out all the things before I disappear again. She is constantly checking if I’m still there with her.

She looks so lonely.

I sigh and lift her up, putting her to sit on my shoulders, her small hands holding my hair.

“W-what are you doing!” she complains, even though she doesn’t seem to mind it that much.

“We can’t have the boss walk around like some… underling,” I add some feigned spite to the last word.

For a moment, I notice a surprised expression on the matriarch’s face, but it quickly disappears, her eyes carefully observing me.

“That’s true,” the lynthari girl muses, “Ahead then, underling, I will tell you where to go!”

For the next few hours, I’m forced to walk around, getting surprised looks from a few humans and lynthari as well.

The entire time, I’m examining my own feelings and questioning myself why I’m doing something like this for someone I just met for the second time.

Is it an attempt to get on the matriarch’s good side? Partially. But for a big part, it was just the look I saw on the little girl’s face that made me do it. An expression similar to one my sister Victoria used to make when she was younger.

So we buy some food, I walk on tops of giant trees while she tells me what she has learned about them. 

We break a few windows on the house of the Veilwalkers guild, the ones with Lorven as guild master. My idea, but I have decided to blame it on the little princess in case someone wonders.

I also decide against throwing a tricolored orb inside what I identify as Lorven’s quarters.

For the whole time, I continue to listen to her excited blabber, and the matriarch quietly follows us. And when the night comes, the little girl becomes sadder, but she quickly hides it behind a smile.

“I will visit you soon!” she says before creating a rift and stepping through it, disappearing somewhere.

The entire time, the little girl didn’t know about her grandmother being there with us. She thought there were just the two of us.

The matriarch keeps looking at the rift left by the girl, the structure of the skill still in the air. She reaches towards it, about to reactivate it and use it to transfer herself.

“For now I will ignore what you and Champion candidate Myrra are planning to do.” That’s the only thing she says for the entire day.

She then reactivates the skill and leaves me there alone.
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Armageddon [LitRPG Apocalypse]





There are over 600 individual muscles in the human body. Who has time to train all of them when the world’s ending?

In the world of professional arm wrestling, there’s only one part that matters: the arm. At least, that’s how Chadwick sees it. His commitment to that idea has made him a freak of nature, one whose right arm is large and muscular enough to make weightlifters and strongmen do a double-take. Just how he likes it.

His dedication is rewarded when, just as the world goes to hell, he is granted the ability to exclusively strengthen specific parts of his body. What follows is gains. Lots and lots of gains. And with an ominous portal spewing monsters into his reality, it’s not a moment too soon.

 



 

What to expect:

- System Apocalypse

- Strong to stronger MC

- Kinda dumb main character with smart sidekicks

- One particular number going BRRRR

- No harem
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Chapter 230 - Expedition to ancient mine


                So, Champion candidate Myrra. That explains a lot, as well as gives me new questions to wonder about. How do you become a Champion candidate? The Matriarch is stronger than Myrra; is she also a Champion candidate?

I will have to ask Myrra when I meet her.

When I get back home, it’s already night and most of the people seem to be sleeping, with the exception of Tess, who is sitting in the living room, looking much better now. The tall blonde is sipping on a drink with steam coming out of it and nibbling on some sweets.

“I miss the internet, hell, I would even be happy to watch some ads,” she says, and I can hear that she is smiling.

“Given enough time, I believe we could create something like radio or TV here. Then we would show the natives the power of ads and become disgustingly rich,” I joke while sitting next to her and stealing some cookies.

“That’s beyond evil,” she shakes her head.

In silence, we nom on the cookies, and she turns to me, some crumbs already on her shirt, “Nat, how do you feel about everyone on the 4th floor most likely disappearing after we leave it?” Tess asks.

“I try not to think about it.”

“I see.”

It’s not something I could change even if I wanted to. No matter how real they look, everyone here is fake, and we have no idea what happened to the original.

Did their world die like the one on the second floor? Is the king and his warriors from the third floor still alive somewhere, defending the Saint that spreads Decay? Is Myrra still alive and already a Champion, or did her world fall to the Calamities?

“I don’t like it,” Tess says quietly.

I nod and then I stand up, “Good night,” I say.

“Night, Nat.”

Tess stays in the living room, looking at the wall and thinking.

 







 

When I wake up after two hours, I sense a presence behind the door. I quickly identify it and then, with a sigh, I create mana arms and open the door with them without getting out of bed.

The moment I do so, a small, white snake slithers inside, and I close the door. It’s still dawn, and after checking, I find out that everyone is sleeping. 

Noodle slithers onto the bed, the entire time sticking out his small tongue and tasting my mana.

So, I create a bit more, reduce the density, and send it to him. That seems to make him happy, and his movement speeds up, and his tongue flickers more.

The green-eyed snake seems… tired, beat up.

“Izzy won’t leave you alone, right?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer, but the pain in his eyes is evident.

“You poor creature.” I lay back on the bed and create an orb over me that I continue to use to practice mana shaping. I also keep running Mana Cycling. At this point, it’s almost constantly on, the entire time I’m up.

Seeing that I’m just relaxing there, Noodle moves closer. He does it carefully to not touch me, finds a cozy place next to me and lays there. I can sense him slowly absorbing my mana. It’s either food, a delicacy, or something to make him stronger.

Well, the little creature is cute and he isn’t annoying, so I just let him.

We spend a few hours like that when he starts moving again. He gets to the door and looks towards me.

Creating a mana arm, I open the door again, and for a moment, he just stares at it. Then he does something I can only identify as a long sigh and moves out of my room, much slower than before.

I close the door and with [Perception], I watch as he gets back inside Isabella’s room.

 







 

After going through the information on the expedition Obelia offered us to join, Angry Kittens decided to accept, with all of us going.

Only now do I find out what the expedition is about, to Tess’s surprise.

So what? I was busy.

The expedition is in the ancient mines not far off Virelia. They were closed hundreds of years ago after they got everything they could out of them, mainly iron-like endurium and small amounts of ethercrystal. Obelia then got to some ancient maps that hint that something else remains down there. The remains of a vault, a treasury of a forgotten Champion candidate who died long ago. 

A person, capable enough to become a Champion candidate will surely have some nice stuff.

Tess and Haddy decided for us to go on the expedition. But this setup reminds me of something, and it smells like a lot of trouble.

I’m in.

The vault could contain some mined endurium and ethercrystal, as well as some personal belongings of the Champion candidate. What Obelia hopes for are old records of the world before the Calamity, old maps of teleporting arrays, and maybe an epic item or two.

She also seems to be hiding something, and Tess confirms it too. The guild master of the Storm Brigade knows more about the vault than she says, and that only makes me more curious.

What I hope for is to stretch my stiff body after all this experimenting I did and to test my new skills, [Regalia] and [Infusion], against something strong. A bit of fun before the auction and the hunt for the Living Tree. Knowing the system, the moment I kill the Tree, everything will go to shit, the Colony menacingly moving closer, confirming it.

“What do you think the Colony wants?”

“I have no idea, but I did talk with one lynthari who got to watch them, and he said it’s as if they are looking for something.”

I overhear the conversation between two members of Obelia’s guild and promptly decide to ignore it. It’s not nice to listen in on other people’s conversations.

Obelia reaches me, Jenna, her vice guild master by her side, both of them wearing similar attire, akin to a uniform.

“We are ready to go,” she says simply.

I glance behind me, looking at Angry Kittens, who are there as well, each one of them wearing high-quality items we bought lately for the money we got from “selling” all the epic items we have. Yet, there was nearly no dent in the amount of money we have.

“All ready,” Tess answers instead of me.

Then we leave the city, following closely behind Obelia and her guild.

Obelia even sends a few of her guild members to scout the area and constantly keeps checking on someone who might follow us. I also notice a few of her members doing something to hide our tracks.

It’s all well organized and I look at group 4. Unlike the Storm Brigade, they just walk around, members talking between each other, some of them even snacking and laughing out loud. In comparison to Obelia´s guild, we look like we are going on a picnic.

However, neither Obelia nor anyone from her guild seem to mind, and I notice a few of her members greeting or having short conversations with Tess, whom they recognize as the third disciple of their guild master.

Unlike everyone else, I just follow slightly behind, happy to be left alone. To not get bored, I continue to try to compress my mana with [Focus] like I did back at the end of the third floor.

I go at it extremely carefully, still remembering the toll it took on me. It doesn’t matter that my Mana Cycling improved a lot or that I have an epic passive called Arcane Resilience; it’s still dangerous. So, I just use tiny amounts of mana that I [Focus] into orbs as small as a grain of sand.

A tiny pitch-black grain of sand that, even though it is so small, feels extremely domineering, and it keeps trying to pull on my mana.

Unlike Lissandra’s [Singularity], this thing seems to affect mana mostly. It’s not like it has some physical pull. The feeling is more akin to domination as if the sheer quality of mana is so high it tries to take over any mana it comes into contact with.

The black mana still feels scary. Ever since the start, when I picked Amplification mana upgrade instead of Potency, I planned to improve the quality of my mana on my own, but this might take a while to get under my control.

Thankfully, the small orbs I create crumble on their own after a while, and I estimate I should soon be able to create one the size of my fingernail and be able to control it somewhat.

“You are scaring our scouts,” Obelia slows down to walk by my side, her silver eyes staring at the speck of black mana over the palm of my hand, “They said they’ve never felt such scary mana in their life.”

I stop feeding it and it slowly dissipates, “Just a little bit of practicing,” I say to Obelia.

She nods and rejoins her guild after one more curious look.

It takes a few hours, but we get to the mountain and walk around it to find the small entrance that is covered by greenery. When one of Obelia’s guild members uses a skill to move that greenery away, I realize that it was made by them to hide the entrance.

“We already tried to go through there a few times, but as I said,” Obelia turns to me, “we need someone really good with inscriptions and barriers to open the door for us.”

I nod. I see an old cliché of digging too deep and our greed awakening some ancient evil.

Classic.

“Nat, if a Balrog pops out, you don’t have to try to stop him and fall into the hole with him. We will fight him together,” Min-Jae joins my side, as often, followed by the twins.

“Why would I do that? I will throw you at him and run away,” I retort.

(Food?)

“No Biscuit, Balrogs aren’t food,” I answer and once again send some mana towards the white snake wrapped around Isabella’s arm. Noodle gobbles it up.

Isabella’s mana sensitivity isn’t that good, so she doesn’t notice it, but Sophie does. She is currently keeping up a web of mana over the entire expedition, even over the Storm Brigade. Some of the members know about it, but after checking on it, they don’t seem to mind.

The web is used for detection, counterattack, and as defense as well, and it’s so much better than it used to be. Improved by me and Sophie with a few pieces of advice from Obelia and even Myrra.

Slowly, we enter the mines, and I notice a few members of the group twitching and hesitating, unsurprisingly, even some members of the Storm Brigade do that. Memories of our time under the old capital surfacing.

The mood immediately changes, and the conversations stop. There is no joking, and everyone feels more tense. Like they are ready to jump and attack anything that moves. One after another, skills activate, multiple of them, lighting the tunnels we enter. They are surprisingly wide and tall, more like a cave than tunnels, the walls almost smooth, something people wouldn’t spend time on back on Earth, but here with all the skills people possess, it’s a question of a few hours.

Obelia touches one of the walls and sends her mana through it, lines appearing on them with her mana activating extremely simple inscriptions created by ground-down mana stones turned into mana-conductive paint.

The stripes on the walls fill the tunnels with dim white light, and I reach the wall by my left and do the same, lighting the opposite side.

“The objective is simple. We get to the door. We will unlock it, get to the vault, and unlock it as well. Then we take everything we can before leaving,” Obelia looks around, giving a confident look to a few members who seem to be affected by the tunnels the most.

In the same confident tone, she continues, “We examined the area before. We left the markings on the walls, we have the maps, and we cleared the monsters.” Obelia taps on the ground with the beautiful spear she holds, an epic weapon she got from the Champion’s manor and that she plans to sell at the auction, “But do not let your guard down and be ready for anything.”

She then turns around and takes a step towards the darkness of the tunnels, the darkness that is pierced only by the glowing lines on the sidewalls.

And slowly, we all follow her, the sound of our steps echoing inside the tunnels of the ancient mine.
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Chapter 231 - Ancient mine


                For a while, there is nothing, just darkness, damp air, and the sound of our breathing and steps as we continue to touch the walls once in a while to send mana through the lines that light them up. It’s calmingly quiet, and there is something that I can’t identify that improves my mood. Maybe it is the unknown in front of us, the mystery to be solved, the expectation of a strong enemy. 

Or I’m just excited about this expedition that is something akin to a treasure hunt.

After a while, attacks start. Small, annoying monsters pass through the walls only to throw an attack at us and then disappear back into them without leaving anything behind, no mana or heat signature to follow.

Curiously, I observe other people dealing with them.

Maya, for example, calmly calculates the direction of an attack, dodges it, and shoots a mana projectile at the monster, often quick enough to kill it. Her projectiles are getting quite good, something I forced onto her, having a feeling that her ranged attacks are severely lacking.

Isabella does something similar, but instead of mana, her attacks are made of small blue flames that burn extremely hot, melting the monster and pieces of the wall, all observed by a white snake coiled around her arm.

Biscuit also once in a while uses a thin mana tentacle that catches a monster. The tentacles move extremely quickly and bend and twist in a way that clearly shows mastery over them. The best doggo of the fourth floor then expands the tentacle, crushing any monster dumb enough to attack our group.

The tunnels continue on and on; they are surprisingly vast and the ever-present darkness seems to disturb some people. The network has multiple ways we can use and twists, and as we walk deeper, I notice that Sophie is also leaving marks made of mana behind her, in a similar manner to me.

However, even after a few hours, there seems to be no end to them and slowly they become rougher, more ancient feeling, and the air becomes colder as well as more humid. Some parts of the walls are crumbling and some mana lines start flickering and blinking, not working properly. All to the point where we start using our own skills and items to light the way.

The monsters also become stronger and more sneaky. Humanoid creatures without any eyes and with big mouths full of ragged teeth are now behind every corner, the echo of their screams filling the tunnels as they continue to attack.

At this point, I also start helping so group 4 can save their mana and not waste it on such mobs. Unlike them, I have much more of it, so it’s not a problem.

[You have defeated Hollow Stalker - lvl 91]

[You have defeated Hollow Stalker - lvl 101]

[You have defeated Hollow Stalker - lvl 88]

Precisely aimed mana orbs made of [Regalia] continue to one-shot them, and I’m barely using mana, always only creating a small orb, that isn’t even that dense, that I shoot at their heads.

Soon enough, I also learn to detect them with the help of my [Perception] and shoot them before they let out any sounds.

[You have defeated Hollow Stalker - lvl 102]

[You have defeated Hollow Stalker - lvl 82]

When we reach the first cave, the attacks nearly stop, either the monsters are avoiding us or just waiting for a better opportunity.

Filling the orb with thermal energy and changing it a bit to let out light rather than heat, I send it towards the ceiling, revealing the impressive size of the cave we are in, surely as tall as some higher building and multiple times wider.

That’s also when we see them; monsters clinging to the ceiling. Most are humanoid and with unnaturally large heads. Their limbs are thin and reminiscent of spider legs rather than human ones. They immediately start hitting the ceiling they cling to, accurately dropping stalactites as big as cars on us.

Min-Jae and Tess, with the use of their respective skills, redirect some bigger stones while stopping the smaller ones and throwing them back at the monsters clinging to the ceiling.

Unsurprisingly, that makes even more stones start to fall down, but they just continue to grab them and throw them back at those weirdoes at the ceiling. It quickly gets out of hand as dozens upon dozens of stones, ranging from the size of a closed fist to small motorcycles, are annihilating the monsters.

Once in a while, I also redirect some or explode them with kinetic energy, but I don’t do much more as Min-Jae is smiling for the first time since we entered the mines.

When we start moving again, there are no monsters around, and we enter another tunnel, this time even older looking, the ground covered in debris and dust.

Three of Obelia’s people start monitoring the tunnels even more than before. They are sending their mana or using their skills towards the stone all around us, something done in worry of tunnels breaking and swallowing us all. 

So far, it appears safe; they only use their skills occasionally to strengthen the tunnel while I observe them doing so.

I slow down a bit, until I walk by Tess’s side, “So, what attribute did you upgrade? Mana and Potency?” I ask her.

From my point of view, Restoration and Potency would fit her nicely. Potency would be most likely nice to improve her Primordial lightning, while Restoration would work nicely with [Psychokinesis] and allow her to quickly regenerate her mana for longer fights.

“Potency, and I will start investing more stats into mana,” Tess says after creating a barrier around us to make sure no one listens, “During the Beyond trial, I found out that my damage is lacking,” she looks at me, “maybe you are not that wrong saying that the best defense is to quickly kill your enemy.”

“Right? I always say that, but you guys don’t listen,” I shake my head, “Upgraded already?”

“Yes, before the expedition. The effect is more terrifying than I thought, even after listening to you about how significant the attribute upgrade is.”

“Doesn’t that make it even better? If even you are scared of your own skill, imagine your enemy.” As a reward for sharing my wisdom, I get an amused look.

“We are here,” Obelia says simply, her voice strengthened by mana spreading to everyone.

Her eyes meet mine and I nod, moving closer after gesturing to Sophie to join. There I find a few of her guild members standing in front of a smooth stone wall covered in inscriptions and teeming with mana.

“A few years ago, we tried to dig a tunnel around the door, it took us months to dig just a short distance. Then the tunnel fell, and it took us a year to clear all the rubble while stopping it from falling further,” Obelia says.

She continues to talk as I send my senses toward the door. “The only reasonable option seems to be going through the door, but none of my people were able to do it, and even a few people from the city were unable to do anything, and Elydor…”

“He was a big piece of shit,” I say, sending even more mana at it, observing its movement and how it interacts with the mana of the door.

“Yes, a huge piece of… shit,” Obelia confirms. “And you don’t even know half of…”

While I send mana towards what feels like the center of the door, something clicks inside of it. Right after, an almost imperceptible pulse of mana is sent from the door.

Huh?

I wait a bit and nothing changes, so I examine the place where it came from and then, slowly, I realize what has happened.

My mana fires up at full power.

[Mana Domain] activates, bigger than ever before.

[Mana Domain - lvl 15 > Mana Domain - lvl 16]

[Regalia - lvl 7 > Regalia - lvl 8]

Within that domain, I turn and change all of the mana with the help of [Regalia], creating a spherical barrier all around us, big enough to cover both my and Obelia’s group.

A few questions are thrown at me and surprised shouts fill the room while I create something like pillars within the barrier to strengthen it even more.

Then the others notice what’s happening as well and dozens of skills activate at the same moment.

I infuse my barrier with kinetic energy and then watch as the entire tunnel, the cave around us, comes crashing down, tonnes of stones crumbling all around.

A minute that feels impossibly long passes, and finally, a silence ensues. The lights that flickered up until now stop shaking and light up the faces of the expedition members. Some of them terrified, others scared, all of them looking at the barrier around us, supported by something like pillars and preventing it from crashing down on us.

“I will solidify the rocks around us,” one of Obelia’s men shouts.

“Quickly, create a secondary barrier…”

“What was that? How did it happen!”

“More lights, we need more lights!”

Everyone becomes busy, movements urgent, and faces and bodies are covered in the dust from the crumbled stone. One after another, they start examining the situation we ended up in.

Meanwhile, I continue to stare at the door, probably our best option to get out of this situation, Obelia steps closer, and I can see her trying to catch my gaze. She is literally drilling holes into the side of my face.

“Anyway, my barrier should last for quite a while,” I tell her.

I didn’t even touch my Mana Reservoir yet, and Arcane Resilience made using this amount of mana so quickly a fairly painless process, so I’m not even hurt at all.

As I send more mana inside the door with extreme care, even more extreme care than before, I feel a movement at the edge of my [Perception].

Monsters are drilling through the tonnes of stone above us and heading towards the barrier. Without anyone stopping them, they reach it, and an attack starts, this one even more taxing to endure than the weight of the stones. Some monster with a somewhat disruptive skill?

I don’t even have to say anything as Sophie turns to me, connecting to my mind through her web, (I will carefully deal with them. Obelia and some others might sense my skill, but I will try to do it in a way they won’t have suspicion of mind manipulation.)

(I will open the door in the meantime,) I send back and return to the door.

The inscriptions here are extremely dense and beautiful. What feels like miles of circuits all over the door, creating pretty ornaments while staying functional. They are nothing in comparison to what I saw on the mountain-tall door during Beyond’s second trial, but they are still nothing to scoff at.

Multiple circuits strengthen the door, more of them lock it, then there are some detections and a few more that I identify as very nicely hidden traps.

I mean, anyone could have missed them. The person who created these traps must have been extremely skilled. Most likely some sort of master.

As I said, such a trap is super easy to miss even by someone examining the door extremely carefully.

I myself know I would never be angry if someone tried to open them and triggered one of the traps.

Yup.

Could have happened to the best of us.

I touch the door and [Focus] on both the barrier and the locked door in front of me.

 







 

A few hours pass, and I have a feeling that I’m close to opening the door. I have already unlocked the “keyhole,” and now I keep constantly using my mana to infuse the door, sending it through the same circuit as the defenses in attempts to learn them. I already have a few ideas on how to improve the door into my room, and soon they might really be able to endure Lily’s [Disintegration].

At some point, I don’t even perceive the people stuck there with me, and it all starts feeling like fun.

On purpose, I trigger a few more traps but cut off the signal they send as well as destroy the circuits they use. This reduces the amount of mana I have to decipher, as well as removes annoying obstacles. Obelia and Sophie have sensed that as they are also partially following what I’m doing, trying to be helpful.

When I destroyed the traps, they became a bit worried and started preparing for another attack. Then, when I told them there would be no attack and the traps I triggered were on purpose. 

For some reason, that made them even more worried.

But slowly and surely, I get through all of this, and when I finally etch the circuits into one of the expensive mana stones I get from Obelia, I’m almost regretful. It was really fun.

“Ready?” I ask.

After checking, I hear confirmation from both Tess and Obelia, and I put the mana stone against the door and activate it. The door splits vertically, a red glowing crack appearing across their entire length while the circuits dim out. On their own, the doors slowly open inward, a terrible stench hitting us.

A dozen of my thermal orbs float inside, lighting up what seems like a room. The walls are expertly carved, and beautiful pillars support the enormous room. There, all around this room, corpses lie. Dozens, hundreds of humans and even some lynthari all across the ground, bodies terribly torn, limbs missing.

And all of the bodies look only a few days old.

            


Chapter 232 - Want to know


                The moment the door closes behind us, I cancel my barrier. Even though there are most likely tonnes of rock and stone filling the place where my barrier used to be, we hear nothing.

Observing the door for a while, I see that the inscriptions are up and running once again, powered by an unknown source.

I wonder, should I use the anchors I left far behind in the tunnels to get us out? It wouldn’t be that difficult, to be honest. I just need to activate the skill and get out. A few people might agree to become test subjects in desperation. To be honest, I’m not sure if I can take someone else with me, but probably yes?

In the worst case, we can do it slowly, destroying the rock and strengthening the newly created tunnel. That option would take much longer. Looking around at the expressions of people from the Storm Brigade, I guess that no one has some sort of group teleport skill.

“Biscuit, the corpses are not food,” I say to the corgi next to me just in case, and he looks at me like I’m crazy.

I guess he has different tastes now, getting expensive food from Isabella all the time.

“Why the fucking tunnels again,” Maya stops by my side.

Soon, other members of the group join us as well, and no one is particularly interested in moving inside the room.

“There are so many traps,” Sophie sighs.

Tess also nods, mana shining in her eyes, [Farsight] allowing her to see mana.

“Let’s just take it easy for now,” says Hadwin, who doesn’t seem to be that worried either. From what I noticed, with the exception of Tess and future animal Absolute, he seems to be the best at dealing with what happened when we spent twenty days in the tunnels, constantly threatened by the Living Tree.

“I’m a busy man, Haddy, and I really want to get to the auction in time. People kept teasing me with it for months,” I say and take a step ahead, pulling out my second epic item.

Mana Core Sphere (epic):This enigmatic sphere contains a pulsing core that can be filled with mana, which then resonates with other magical energies nearby. When activated, it can disperse a wave of mana that disrupts the magical abilities of foes in the vicinity.

I feed it mana and then activate it. A pulse, stronger than I would be currently capable of, bursts into the room and deactivates most of the traps in there, as well as disrupting the mana of some weaker members of the expedition.

I send more mana inside the stone and activate it again, this time sending an even stronger effect through the massive room we are in.

Then I do it again, the amount I use big enough to create a few tricolored orbs, yet my new Arcane resilience allows me to shrug it off easily.

Finally, the weird field inside the room breaks, and I put away the epic item. At the same time, the corpses on the ground start breaking apart, as if up until now they were unable to rot naturally.

It’s both fascinating and disgusting to watch them crumble, the flesh rotting, hair falling off, and eyeballs dissolving. 

Soon enough, only bones are left on the ground, still easy to tell apart much taller lynthari from humans.

“Why don’t we check what’s left? Maybe there are some nice items? I will keep watch,” I tell my group as well as Obelia’s while I take the first step.

Some carefulness is fine, but too much of it is no good, to be honest. Making mistakes is fine too, but the important part is to not make the same mistake twice or be able to deal with it, isn’t it? As for the door and trap that got us here, it’s my fault; there is no going around it, I triggered it.

But it won’t happen again, and I will handle whatever awaits us here.

 







 

It takes around ten minutes, but the room is checked over; there are no hidden rooms, no more items to take. The results are some rare items, a few empty mana stones, broken weapons, and that kind of stuff.

Apparently, each tier of items is separated into 3 tiers: Upper, mid, and lower tier.

For example, the Ethercrystal shortsword, an epic sword I have is mid-tier or grade. The mana core I have probably as well. The epic crown and sword we got from the king and his warriors on the 3rd floor are low tiers. The Valorplate of the Fallen Hero, one of the Calamities, is most likely upper epic tier.

The difference between lower and mid isn’t that high, but apparently, the jump from mid to upper tier is quite massive. Well, not as big as the jump in between grades, but big enough to be clearly noticeable. That’s something I have learned as well, sometimes against my will, sometimes when I was bored.

The rare items we got from the bodies of lynthari are of upper rare tier, and then there are some mid-rare tier as well. Anything below that seems to have turned to dust when the weird field around the cave disappeared.

“How long do you think they were here?” Lily asks the question I also wonder about.

“Obelia said the mines have been empty for three hundred years, so maybe that long?” Tess’s voice sings next to me, answering Lily’s question.

“Or even longer, and the miners found the door while mining stuff, buried it and continued to excavate stuff,” hearing that, I turn to Dennis, who said it.

The young blonde boy with striking blue eyes, a carbon copy of his brother, shrugs his shoulders.

Huh, is he maybe a bit smart?

“I wonder what Obelia wants from here, she seems to know more than she told us,” Lily’s eyes aren’t exactly friendly as she stares at the guild master of Storm Brigade.

“You know her the best, what do you think, Tess?” Hadwin asks.

For a moment, Tess ponders and then sighs, “Yeah, that would be just like her. I don’t think it would be something that would put us into danger, more likely something she doesn’t want us to know.”

“We should ask her,” Dennis shifts on his feet, a small smile on his face, “I’m sure she will…”

Oh, maybe he really is smart.

I collect a bit of mana and take a step out of the field Tess created to block the sounds. Taking a few steps, I stop in front of Obelia.

As I give her a second to react, I see understanding flicker in her eyes. For a moment, I see her thinking quickly as she realizes what I most likely want. Obelia is smart, a very smart and logical-thinking person. So, in the end, she comes to one conclusion and a long sigh escapes her mouth.

“Do you trust your guild members?” she asks, glancing over my shoulder at the members of my group behind me.

Out of everything she could ask, this surprised me probably the most, and for a moment I give it serious thought. Do I?

I glance back at their faces, ones I got so used to seeing. Some of them close to a thing called a friend. A thing I tried to avoid so much. The reason is simple. If you don’t trust anyone, you won’t get betrayed. That’s how it should work, and that’s what I tried to do.

Yet, this bunch of twerps somehow got under my skin, and if I spend more time with them, I know they will get deeper, and it will be harder and harder to look at them the way I would like to.

Hell, it might be too late even now. It’s annoying, but it’s also something I decided to do after the start of the 4th floor. After I witnessed Lily sacrificing all of her limbs just to help us, after I heard Tess talking about camaraderie. Seeing Min-Jae looking at me with such admiring eyes and listening to every word I say to the point it felt heavy. And also after hearing Sophie nearly beg for a second chance. Not crying, but close to it, and only being able to say it out loud thanks to Izzy using her skills to help her.

All of this stuck with me, and I’m unable to just ignore it.

In the end, I push away the memories that flash in my mind and ignore the question. All annoying stuff is for future Nathaniel to deal with.

“Just say it,” I tell Obelia.

She nods, “It’s quite simple, really, and I won’t bother you with too many details. The main thing is that there are people who believe that lynthari don’t originate from this planet. We believe that  only humans used to exist on our planet and then, lynthari invaded it and tried to take over.”

I see, looks like the mystery of the 4th Calamity is close to be solved.

“The Living Tree and The Colony are most likely weapons, created during the war either by human or lynthari . The Fallen Hero is the last human Champion, killed by lynthari, and his body is used as a power source by his Valorplate.”

Everyone from her guild listens quietly and without much surprise. Something they all kept in extreme secrecy, yet all of them keeping the secret that could result in the destruction of their guild.

“And I believe we can find some answers here,” she nods towards the second door that is on the opposite side of the room we are in.

“What is this place?” I ask her.

“I didn’t lie before, I think it’s a vault of a disciple of the Champion that is now the Calamity called the Fallen Hero. A vault with information left behind and hidden from lynthari.”

“And what if you get it? What if it all is true and lynthari really came here hundreds of years ago, fighting with your predecessors? What will you do?” I ask her.

Then I observe her expression. This is something that really makes me curious. How would she behave? Will she want to take revenge for people she never knew? Will she try to punish lynthari for sins most of them probably aren’t even aware of as they didn’t live back then?

The war, if there was one, most likely took a toll on both humans and lynthari, looking at the state of what is left afterward. Two races without their Champions and the world without the Absolute.

“I am not sure what I will do with this information, but it’s something I want to confirm,” the expression on her face changes, and for the first time since I met her, there is passion bordering on obsession in it.

Obelia sounds almost urgent as she continues, “I didn’t know these long dead people. I don’t know if even the lynthari know about what happened, but I still want to find out what happened, what this all means, and why it happened.”

“What will you do after you find out?” I repeat my question.

To that, she just closes her mouth, Obelia herself unsure of what she will do. And partially, I can understand that, the need for knowledge she doesn’t know what to do with. She just wants to know the truth and find out if she is being lied to.

Well, that much isn’t a problem. If she doesn’t betray me, I don’t mind helping a little, “Let’s find out then, shall we?”

I take the few remaining steps and put my hand on the door, sending my mana inside I immediately find the traps similar to before and quickly destroy them. There are even more of them and better hidden, yet I destroy them too. Making the same mistake twice isn’t something I like to do.

Inscription after inscription gets examined by me, looked at, worked around. I find and destroy the traps, find the circuits that need to be used, create an image of the key in my head. I examine the mana and resonate with it.

When I inscribe the mana stone with the circuit, I don’t even check and put the stone against the door, and the stone cracks right after.

With a loud crack, a vertical crack appears through the entire length of the door, mana leaking from the inside. I push and the door open wide, the mana disappearing from them slowly and they start crumbling too, the stone they are made of pushed away with a blast of kinetic energy and then with one more to clear the way.

[Perception] shoots inside the room, taking in its size and looking for mana signatures. There is only one signature right in the middle of the circular room and nothing else.

There are no riches, no epic items, no monsters, and no traps.

In the middle of the room lies the corpse of a man in light armor. He is wearing a dark blue cape with dozens of holes in it and some of his limbs are missing chunks of muscles, showing the bone underneath.

From that corpse, a constant field is generated, and I have a hard time identifying what it is, but it apparently notices us and an extremely weak signature is sent to the beautiful mana stone that is imbued into the man’s chest.

Even looking at it I’m amazed by it, the circuits that cover it are the most intricate I’ve seen on the 4th floor.

Receiving some sort of the signal the corpse then starts moving. It grabs the bow from the ground, ignoring the fact there are no arrows and the pose it takes is confident and relaxed. Slowly, the eyes of the corpse open, revealing beautiful eyes made out of mana stones, also with delicate mana circuits in them.

The mana that then radiates from the mana stone imbued in the chest expands and fills the room with pressure that makes it feel as if I can touch it.

[Arcane Archer - lvl ??]

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I have one thing to tell you in case you want to make a complaint about yet another cliffhanger:

It will get worse.



But hey, this chapter was 2,357 words long, and the rest of the chapters for this week are of similar length. That’s much better than the starting 1,500-word ones.

Overall, I regret nothing!



Here is a cute corgi gif:
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Chapter 233 - What would you like to know?


                “Level at least 220, ranged base class, get into formation 5, full power from the start!” Obelia shouts, lightning immediately cracking around her.

A few of her guild with heavy armor immediately get to the front, mana surrounding their armor or shields and further strengthened by the barrier of their teammate.

More members get further back, mana surrounding their weapons or fire floating around them. Two of her members put their hands on Obelia’s shoulders and the amount of mana she releases intensifies.

(Why would we fight, dear child?) Without the arcane archer’s mouth moving, the words sound in the room.

The voice is quiet, yet chilling, lacking emotions.

(I don’t sense any invaders in between you, nor did I identify you as a traitor yet.)

The archer takes a step, reducing some of its mana signature, and to that, Obelia does nothing. She doesn’t attack, but she also doesn’t stop carefully observing the corpse in front of us.

I also take a step ahead, passing by Hadwin and Maya who moved to the front of our group the moment the corpse moved. Nice reflexes, something they built up while hunting with our group.

The archer looks at me for a moment, the eyes made of mana stones shining brightly, but then they move past me and he examines everyone in the room, all in a matter of a few seconds.

(Are you looking for death or knowledge?)

The voice that sounds a bit robotic continues to sound in the room and I slowly start realizing what the thing in front of us is. An imprint similar to what Lissandra did, an extremely delicate web of mana circuits able to store knowledge and personality.

Yet there is a huge difference. Where Lissandra created an imprint on my body with her Potent mana, the thing in front of me contains the imprint on one of the mana stones, either in the eyes or on the chest.

The imprint of the archer is much less intricate than Lissandra’s.

“We didn’t come to fight, we came looking for knowledge,” Obelia says in her calm voice and I can’t help but admire how quickly she got back to herself.

(Ask then, child of Nabulon.) the archer says, weirdly cooperative.

“You said child of Nabulon, what does it mean?” Obelia asks the first question.

(Nabulon is the name of the planet we are on.)

“Is Nabulon a planet where only humans live?”

(It used to be before the lynthari came.)

“How,” guild master of Storm Brigade shakes her head, “Tell me first who you are.”

(I’m a personality imprint of Champion Orven’s disciple, Reynar.)

I can hear a few people muttering, not because they recognize the name, they just seem amazed that something like this is possible. For them, titles like Champion, or Champion’s disciple are something they only heard in legends.

“Are the real you and Champion Orven already dead?”

(With high probability. The imprint was created and imbued into this body before we collected the remaining force for the last try to fight the lynthari’s Absolute.)

“What happened then?”

(I do not possess the knowledge of that.)

The entire time they talk, I keep looking at the arcane archer, and dozens of questions swirl in my head, yet Obelia is asking the right ones so I just listen, collecting kinetic energy within me. My body with Arcane Resilience is capable of holding a terrifying amount of it.

“Who are the lynthari and why did they invade Nabulon?”

(They are natives of a planet that got Paired with Nabulon.)

“What is pairing?”

(I can’t answer this question.)

This is when I join in, “Not even if I ask?”

For a moment the corpse just silences, the two eyes made of mana stones turning to me. Then, slowly its mouth turns into a smile that is too wide to be called friendly.

(This information is currently unavailable for tutorial attendees, yes.) It says.

Obelia shouts something about not hearing the words the corpse said, but the archer ignores her, the words it just said sounding less robotic than before.

(We’ve met, already twice before,) the voice that says that is the same voice that talked to me during both Beyond trials.

When I look around, Obelia and her guild are frozen still, not moving at all, nor blinking, only group 4 can.

“Should we fight it?” Tess asks, her [Storm Crown] already flickering over her head.

“I think it’s fine,” I shake my head and turn to the being that took over the body of the Arcane Archer, “You are limited in what you can do, aren’t you?”

(Yes, what you are talking to is only my intent that I was able to sneak into the tutorial’s system. Usually, I wouldn’t be able to interfere so much, but something weird is happening in your round of the tutorial,) the voice sounds almost amused, (So, what would you like to know?) it asks.

“I’m not curious about anything,” I say.

“Nat?” Tess looks at me with shocked eyes.

Yet I do not change my mind. A creepy voice out of nowhere sharing some information with me and helping us? Yeah, sure, it’s just another asshole trying to mess with us, manipulate us for more fun, feed us information it wants, and mess with her, the person responsible for the tutorial.

It is limited in what it can do within the tutorial, so there is no need to be polite and allow it to try to manipulate me. Even talking to it is risky, and it’s something that should be done much later when I have gained more power or more information to build my own opinions without being subtly manipulated by it.

The laugh that sounds in the room is cold and amused at the same time and some members of the Storm Brigade, even unmoving, start bleeding from their ears and eyes. 

But it does not affect us and when it talks again I swear I can hear a hint of danger in it, (So very prideful,) the way it says pride makes it clear that it knows or guessed my subclass, (So will it be.)

The presence disappears and the Storm Brigade start moving again.

“What is Pairing?!” Obelia asks the same question again, all of them unable to remember what happened. Only then she notices her bleeding guild members, “Prepare for a fight,” she says and with it, the conversation ends.

The same for the Arcane Archer who starts moving again. In its hand, an arrow appears, one made of mana, and the string of the bow starts glowing in the same blue color. The Arcane Archer draws the bow and aims at Obelia.

That’s when I activate the anchor I created next to it while we were talking to the being from Beyond. [Tether] activates and through that connection, I send a blast of kinetic energy towards the anchor, making it explode on the other side, throwing the corpse to the side.

Just that moment is enough and dozens of attacks fly at it.

An orb made of blue fire from Izzy, a javelin filled with Primordial lightning from Tess, and a shower of small orbs made of mana-conductive metal from Kim. A red lightning from Obelia that sounds as if tearing the space as it passes by.

And much more, the corpse gets bombarded, but only until the arrow flies from where it lies, barely visible under the attacks.

The mana arrow digs through the barriers as if they are not there, and the legs of one of Obelia’s guild members explode.

Immediately another one flies over, hitting Hadwin and throwing him to the side while he tries to shield Lily.

My [Mana Domain] encompasses the room and I radiate much more mana into it.

When an arrow flies at me, I create an anchor and teleport away, the arrow piercing through the wall.

Then I use [Infusion] to fill my [Mana Domain] with [Resonance]. Having seen and perceived the arrows, I continue to track them and every single one that enters my domain or tries to pass through it to hit someone gets disrupted.

One after another, a dozen arrows get destroyed like that while attacks continue to shower on the corpse. When they stop for a moment, all the effects of them disappear and in a massive crater created by them, a movement appears while even the walls around it are cracked.

The body, the personality construct of the disciple of the Champion stands up slowly, entirely inside a spherical barrier made of pale blue mana. The surface of the barrier ripples like calm water when a stone is thrown into it.

That’s when another attack flies at it, an arrow made of gray mana, and it hits the barrier. For a moment the corpse ignores it as the attack just crashes against it as if it’s made of smoke, but then we can see big chunks of the barrier get dissolved, disintegrated without any resistance.

As if awaiting that, I feel a strong pulse of mana from Tess and the javelin that flies towards the archer is glowing in red and white lightning, the material of the spear barely visible through it.

When Tess’s attack is just an arm’s reach away from it, the archer turns and looks at Lily.

And then he disappears.

I activate the anchor I left next to group 4 and mana flows inside my body at the same moment he reappears behind Lily. Another arrow forms in his hand, but he moves it down and stabs Lily with that arrow, the pale blue projectile made of mana piercing her back.

The black-haired girl barely staggers under the force of the attack and a few of her fingers disappear, and for a split of a second she moves terrifyingly quickly, grabbing the hand of the archer. Gray mana envelops it and [Disintegration] eats into the hand that she is holding.

When I reach them, the archer disappears again, missing a hand Lily destroyed. Instead of that hand, a limb made of mana is created and he starts shooting again.

The arrow stabbed inside Lily’s back glows brighter and brighter and I’m sure the following explosion will kill the girl if we don’t do anything about it.

“Save your mana!” I shout at her, seeing she is about to use [Disintegration] on it and maybe [Sacrifice] a limb to do so.

Unable to destroy the arrow from the distance I reach out and touch it, finally breaking the resistance that blocked me from destroying it. [Resonance] tears it apart and Lily starts healing again.

I jump backward and the arrow meant for my head pierces the walls. In just that short moment, the archer killed two members of Obelia’s guild and Maya is barely keeping her [Armament] active, with a few wounds on her body.

Sophie is using her [Manipulation] to change the direction of arrows and her mind blender thingy doesn’t seem to work. Yet her redirecting the arrows seems to be the main reason why no one in group 4 is dead.

Her and Biscuit.

A dozen dark purple tentacles swirl around the corgi while he floats in the air, even his eyes glowing in a similar purple color.

Each arrow shot is met with some of the tentacles, no matter how fast is that arrow. Biscuit just continues to deflect the ones Sophie can´t take care of while floating in front of Isabella. He even uses one to grab Hadwin and throw him towards Lily, only Hadwin´s [Strenghtening] keeping him standing with a massive wound on his chest.

The arrows pierce almost through everything.

[Regalia] forms around my body and I force more mana into it, the armor turning dark blue. At the same moment Tess steps to my side, [Storm Crown] made of lightning floating over her head and her body surrounded by flashes of red and white lightning.

“Together?” she asks.

“Together,” I answer as simply.

My domain expands and both of us rush at the corpse.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey hey, just something I want to put out.

The 4th floor officially ended on Patreon! (For the highest tier). Hurray for the 5th floor!

I’m letting you know because I know there are people who like to wait for an arc to conclude and then read all the chapters. They call them the backloggers (*shudder*)

As always, thanks for reading! It’s amazing how far this story has taken us.



                



Chapter 234 - 5th explorer


                [Mana Domain] expands and I fill it with resonating mana again, canceling the arrows that the archer shoots at group 4.

Then his eyes made of mana stones glow and the stone lodged inside its chest radiates more mana. Its attacks become stronger and some of the arrows, even though weakened by my domain, clash against barriers I create.

That’s when Tess reaches him, the mana exploding around her as she tears stones off the walls and the ground, making them spin around her before flinging them at the archer.

In between these attacks, a dozen of her rare endurium javelins continue to move as if they are alive. They change directions and let out a piercing noise as they pass through the air while leaving a trail of red and white lightning.

The archer disappears, appearing behind Tess, the arrow lodged in its bow and aimed at her. Within the domain, I quickly create an anchor and teleport behind him.

His barrier forms once again, but I resonate mana on my skin at the same frequency and my kick sends the archer flying, rolling on the ground.

Immediately Tess’s attacks start hitting the monster, the lightning burning its body.

I use tether to appear close and flames that I infuse with [Resonance] blaze against the archer that once again creates a spherical barrier. The flames crash against it, the barrier enduring for a bit before getting disrupted by flames infused with resonating mana. As they start touching the archer, he teleports again, this time appearing behind group 4.

Before he does anything, a javelin comes flying and lodges itself deep into his body. The Arcane Archer staggers backward, lightning cracking around him.

Tess predicted this kind of attempt.

Before the archer moves again, Maya’s spear made of mana stabs against the barrier he hastily creates and before Lily’s [Disintegration] hits it, he teleports again.

This time I’m better at tracking his teleport and appear next to him soon after, my kick hitting the barrier and sending ripples through it. The corpse changed the barrier’s frequency.

An attack explodes from it and the arrow that pierces everything it touches hits [Regalia] infused with kinetic energy.

I stagger backward, pushed by the force of the attack, and most of the energy gets absorbed by the armor. Then I infuse [Regalia] with [Resonance] and the arrow explodes, the attack mostly disrupted by my armor.

Two of Tess’s javelins hit the archer’s barrier, forcing him to move right to one of the multiple anchors I left all around the room.

I rely on Arcane Resilience and send as much mana as I can into the anchor, it quickly turning into a tricolored orb that starts glowing white. Tess moves behind me, lightning trailing her body and the archer tries to teleport, but he is unable to do so as I send a pulse of disrupting mana at him.

Instead, he strengthens his barrier and the exploding orb obliterates it, sending immense heat into the room and burning the archer.

I absorb any heat that reaches me before it can hit Storm Brigade or group 4.

The following implosion pulls the archer towards where the core of the orb was but he resists and more mana radiates from him, an immense amount that destroys all the anchors I left around and deals with the implosion.

When he turns his head to me, there is no hate in his lifeless eyes. He is just a personality construct, and an imperfect one.

Both of his eyes lose their light and the mana stone on the chest starts glowing brighter. The amount of mana he releases threatens mine, pushing it, trying to dominate it.

What a funny guy.

I reach into my Mana Reservoir and let the mana flow.

 





 

POV Obelia Jenth

The amount of mana that fills the room is almost sickening and all of it radiates from two figures in front of me. A terrifying young man and the corpse of the Champion’s disciple.

There is no beauty in it, no delicacy. Just like wild animals growling towards each other, pressuring the other one with their mana. 

Tess moves to my side and looks at me, “Let’s not do anything. It’s better to not interrupt him when he is like that,” she says simply and even the crown disappears from over her head. The lightning crown I never saw anyone using before. And the woman I dared to call my disciple uses it with such ease, not realizing the power she possesses.

What a terrifying bunch of people she and her guild are. But most of all, their guild master.

The archer throws away the bow and a dozen projectiles form around him, each of them as big as a thick spear and twice as long. He shoots them, at us, a shockwave following each one of them.

Yet, moving only a bit they stop once again. Unable to pierce the field around the terrifying young man. Even more mana radiates from him and it tears apart each and every projectile, then as if making fun of his opponent, he also creates projectiles, three of them, all dark blue with wisps of purple and light blue mana swirling inside.

“FUCK! Run!” multiple people from Angry Kittens scream right away.

Even before these words are finished they are all running out of the room.

With fascination, I watch as each of the projectiles starts turning bright white and is shot towards the archer.

“Barriers!” Tess shouts towards her guild and mine as well.

Hearing the tension in her voice, everyone who can creates a barrier.

A flash of bright white light blinds me for a moment as well as a blast of mana that washes over us. The explosion ensues and I can feel the heat on my skin, as well as feel the vibrations as pieces of stone fall from the ceiling together with dust.

I push it all away with my mana and then look towards the room where the young man and the corpse are fighting.

My view is blocked by a barrier that seems to cover the entirety of the entrance, the barrier made of dark blue, purple, and light blue mana. There are cracks all over it and I can see ripples spreading all over the surface as the barrier cracks, crumbling and revealing what’s happening in the room.

Nathaniel stands there in armor similar to the barrier that is now covered in cracks and golden flames blaze around him. Opposite of him, the archer stands, missing his left leg and arm, both replaced by prosthetics made of mana.

“Hey, get your asses over here, this guy is weak so you can finish him off, it’s nice to practice. Biscuit, you don’t have to,” he calls towards his guild.

Remembering the powerful attacks of the archer, I look towards them and most of them don’t even seem surprised, while some of them seem excited to fight.

I watch as they all move inside the room and start fighting while Nathaniel stands to the side. He constantly spreads his mana around and only helps when it looks like any of them will die.

His guild members get hurt. Bones are broken, deep wounds form, and they get thrown around. Yet, all of them fight.

A little girl fights with flames that devour everything, yet they don’t burn anyone from her guild. They form orbs that she shoots at the archer, making him avoid explosions of blue flames.

A black-haired girl fights up close, taking wounds and restoring them immediately while not being affected by them at all. With gray mana that seems to terrify even the personality construct of a man long dead.

An older man is able to take on some weaker attacks of an enemy well over level 200. His body is handling it all, his swordsmanship is somewhat lacking, but it shows his immense talent for positioning and his calm, calculating personality.

A black-haired woman with dark blue armor around her body that continuously creates and changes weapons made of mana and even uses some mana projectiles to shoot at the archer.

Twins that move faster than anyone else from the group, both impossibly synchronized and sometimes even switching places with each other while creating extremely realistic illusions.

A young boy who skillfully moves dozens of iron orbs that hit much stronger than they should and move at a speed that is hard for me to watch. He also does something that further slows down the movement of the monster.

And every single one of them has that weird look in their eyes. A look similar to their guild master.

What a scary bunch.

 







 

In the end, the arcane archer is a disappointment. Seeing his level, I hoped for more, but he is just an imperfect imprint with limited mana. A personality construct of someone much less skilled than Lissandra.

His mana reserves also weren’t that big and he was capable of using only a few skills. Powerful skills, yet with limited use and it’s not that smart, only reacting to outside stimuli. So, I just watch Angry Kittens fighting his further weakened version after fighting with me.

I notice that Obelia keeps staring at me, but I mostly ignore her and observe the fight in front of me.

Not even having to join that much, I let group 4 deal with an enemy that is close to 100 levels higher than them, and to be honest, the archer right now, after nearly depleting his mana, feels under level 200.

So yup, he is getting quite bullied, even though he lands a few nice hits.

In the end, it’s Hadwin who deals the finishing blow, his epic sword cutting through the corpse that barely has any mana left inside its body.

[You have defeated Arcane Archer - lvl 228]

[Lvl 182 > Lvl 183]

I reach what remains of him and without hesitation pull out the mana stones from his eyes and chest. After sending my mana inside them, it’s as I think, and there is a scarily delicate set of circuits that allowed storing the personality imprint as well as mana for who knows how many years.

All the stones are part mana battery, part personality construct, partially allowing the corpse to use skills or the mana, but there is something else too. A piece of information that is encrypted inside. A message left to humans, most likely talking about the invasion of lynthari, Pairing, maybe Calamities, or about the war. Or maybe it is a recipe for the best smoked deer meat. Who knows.

I also pick up the bow that didn’t get destroyed during the fight, not even damaged by my tricolored javelins.

Windrider Composite Bow (epic):Engineered with high-tensile materials, this bow is designed to enhance and compress any mana or other projectile it fires. This results in a remarkable increase in both the distance the projectiles can travel and the force with which they strike.

Quite a shitty weapon to leave to someone for a fight in a small room underground. Somewhere outside with his teleport, the Arcane archer would be a much more terrifying enemy. Now what to do with the bow? It would be nice for Tess and would allow her to create projectiles out of lightning and shoot them much further. The same goes for Lily who might be able to shoot [Disintegration].

Or Izzy for some long-range fire attacks? Maybe even Min-Jae after getting him arrows made from the mana conductive metal he likes to use and increasing its weight with [Gravity Well]?

Hell, even Maya could create some mana projectiles, strengthen them with her [Boost], and have them even more compressed before shooting.

“Do you mind if I keep it?” I ask Obelia, who is looking at me and unsurprisingly she doesn’t seem to mind that much.

I check one more time the mana stones in my hands and all of them look somewhat similar when it comes to encrypted and stored information. The size of that information seems the same in each stone so there shouldn’t be a difference.

Then I hand her the mana stones that used to be the eyes of the Arcane Archer and look at her with a question in my eyes.

Obelia just takes them and nods.

Still, I feel a bit bad as an asshole from Beyond messed up with her collection of information so I will make sure to pay her back a bit in the future, even though she doesn’t realize it’s our fault.

I put away the big mana stone and hand the bow to Tess, “You can decide who to give it to.”

The moment it gets out of my hand I feel relief as I get rid of the annoying decision. Tess and others can fight over it.

I know that Tess is using Abyssal Anchor (epic):This gravity anchor is made from a heavy mythical metal. When activated, it creates a gravitational pull, dragging foes towards the item and locking them in place, leaving them vulnerable and restrained.

The Twins got Veilshade Cloak (epic):Tailored from the rare and elusive shadow silk, this cloak grants the wearer a veil of obscurity against magical detection. Its dark aura masks the user’s magical signature, making it a prized possession for those seeking to move unnoticed through realms guarded by magical sentinels.

And the last epic item we got from the old capital and our friend Elydor went to Hadwin - Darkstride Ring (epic): This ring is imbued with a dark enchantment that allows the wearer to step into the shadows and reappear a short distance away in a different shadow, effectively granting the ability to blink through shadows for a tactical advantage on the battlefield.

Damn, I miss Elydor. I wish I could start the floor over again and meet him one more time.

“Check the Beyond community,” Tess leans closer and whispers into my ear.

I do so right away.

Beyond 5/10

With Tess being the 4th it looks like someone else joined.

Gareth - How do I change my name here?

Sset - you can’t

Gareth - Oh, hello, friend! That’s unfortunate indeed.

Gareth -I wanted to leave the Community to Maximilian and Jakub, but they are unable to join this one.

Sset -who are Maximilian and Jakub?

Gareth - Sorry, my friend! They go by Brainiac and Lootenant in the community.

The newest Beyond explorer immediately starts doxxing his group members.

Gareth -My name is Gareth Vogel, leader of group number 1 we named WhiteWing. I’m 40 years old and from Germany. I just finished the 1st Beyond trial and hope we will get along.

Not only his group members, but he is doxxing himself too.

            


Chapter 235 - Why are you here?


                “Can you take care of this?” I ask Tess, and when she nods, I turn my attention back to the room.

First, I check on group 4. Hadwin’s wounds, even the big ones, are already nearly healed thanks to his weaker healing skill and Lily. The petite black-haired girl is still missing some limbs and fingers, but she seems fine. [Sacrifice] is a scary skill and even scarier is how used to it she got.

I will have to sit down with her and force her to learn to sacrifice other things than her body parts. The skill also seems fairly good as for a short moment she was quick enough to rival the Arcane Archer. It was a really short moment and it did cost her, but the amount it boosted her speed is quite nice.

“Everyone is fine,” Sophie says after stopping by my side, “Some wounds, but nothing too serious, and Lily will get her hands back.”

“Sounds good. You couldn’t do that much, right?”

She shakes her head, “The archer didn’t have any mind I could manipulate. I will have to be more careful. I rely too much on mind manipulation.”

I can’t help but agree, but I don’t think it will be that hard for her. [Manipulation] is a fairly versatile skill and she will find something even though mind manipulation is what she is best at.

(Food?)

I turn my attention to the best doggo of the 4th floor, no, the best doggo of the tutorial, “You did fucking amazing.”

(Food!)

“Yes! You totally destroyed him, he couldn’t do shit against you!”

(Food food!)

“Yes, you are the good boy!”

I keep petting the mighty young divine beast and the future Absolute of Earth. The Archmage Biscuit. May he remember me when he rises to his throne. To be honest, seeing him sometimes do things like he did during the fight against the archer makes me wonder how strong he actually is. I don’t think I saw his full power yet.

Does he also have classes? Subclass? Is it a gluttony subclass if yes? What Primordial energy does he have? What is his level?

Well, it doesn’t matter that much. He is cute so he can keep his secrets.

Walking towards Obelia, I notice one of Min-Jae’s orbs on the ground and lift it. It’s much heavier than it looks, surely as heavy as little Isabella. And he is moving dozens of them like it’s nothing. Then I remember that a long time ago I gave him practice where I told him to make the stone heavy with his [Gravity Well] and move it around with [Telekinesis] at the same time.

Oh boy. Did he continue to do that the entire time? Is this why he asked for mana conductive metal to make it better to accept his skills? The orbs are small, but with how durable they are, how heavy they are, and how quickly they move, they deal a lot of damage.

What a silly teenager.

Can group 4 people stop being scary for just a moment?

“Min-Jae, this thing is terrifying. Good job.” I hand him the orb and he gives me a big smile back.

The twins immediately make fun of him, but he only smiles brighter.

I reach Jenna, who is already examining the two mana stones I gave to Obelia, “Hey.”

She greets me with a nod and I look at her guild master, “How does it look?”

“Jenna is trying to decipher them. It will take a lot of time, but I don’t mind it that much. We already confirmed our suspicions so hopefully, the mana stones will contain more information.”

I nod. I also have one mana stone that I plan to examine and then use as a Mana battery.

I glance at it.

Whispering Echo Stone (epic):The Whispering Echo Stone is a rare, iridescent mana stone that serves as a powerful mana battery and harbors an imperfect personality imprint. There is something encrypted inside.

Yup, another epic item in my collection. Something tells me it shouldn’t be that easy to get them even though this one isn’t that useful. The part that would make it a bigger mana battery is ruined by inscriptions of the personality imprint and encrypted information. In the end, the amount of mana it can hold is really small, a few hundred stat points worth.

“Any luck with finding a way out?” I ask. I know there are already multiple of her guild members looking around the room in hopes of finding an array that would allow us to teleport outside.

“Nothing so far,” she shakes her head.

Not too surprised, I head towards the door that has tonnes of stones on the opposite side and activate my [Mana Domain]. I take hold of the skill and change it so that instead of keeping a sphere-like domain around me, it extends more in one direction. Then I continue to make it thinner and thinner, just big enough to create an anchor.

[Mana Domain - lvl 16 > Mana Domain - lvl 17]

I also check it with my [Perception] and in the end, I have a feeling that I’m close to reaching unfallen parts of the tunnels.

That much should be enough for now, I have an option of moving people outside with the help of [Tether], or in the worst case, we can dig the tunnel. [Resonance] would be good for that while other people would strengthen the stone so it doesn’t fall down.

Or I can take the epic ring from Hadwin and find some shadow far away and get there after leaving an anchor where I am. Now that I think about it, it could be better. The ring has further reach the more mana you pump into it.

“It’s nice to always see you so calm,” Lily stops by my side, “You just look like you are thinking about what you will eat after we get out or how to make your skills more destructive.”

“Quite rude to hear from someone with a Skill literally called [Disintegration].”

“I know, right? Are you scared of it?” she asks teasingly.

“A little bit,” I lie. 

Actually, I’m scared of her skill by a lot. Scared and jealous. I mean, [Focus] and [Mana Manipulation], the Skills I started with are good and all, but!

“Yeah, me too sometimes,” she sighs. “Dennis said I should seal it in my left arm and put some bandages around it. Something about renaming it to Black Dragon and keeping it sealed.” Lily rolls her eyes.

“I think we found something,” Jenna interrupts us and we follow where she leads us.

There is a big iron circle on the ground, an array similar to the one Storm Brigade used to teleport us towards the old capital.

Jenna carefully moves more stone from it, “There are probably dozens of traps, so I think it will be better if you check it.” Her tone is somewhat casual, yet respectful.

I quickly get to it and put my hand on it, and it’s as she said, there are dozens of traps and some of them even seem to be set to make teleportation go terribly wrong or make it explode the moment we feed it mana.

Jenna leaves and I continue to observe it while Lily sits nearby and slowly restores her limbs and fingers.

Slowly I get deep into it, and the trap even requires me to focus on multiple things at once, and that is something I learned to do.

My [Focus] splits into multiple parts, something I did a long time ago with my first skill upgrade token, and then decided against it to not weaken my skill. Yet, while improving my abilities I have learned to do it on my own. To split my skill into multiple parts, each weaker than the original, and [Focus] on multiple things at once. Doing it becomes somewhat easy in a similar way consolidation became.

The more I learn about the skills the more I reflect on my decision to improve my knowledge. And each new thing I learn makes me happy.

“You are quite charming when you focus on something,” Lily says out of nowhere.

That makes me look at her.

She giggles at my expression, “Even though your expression doesn’t change, I can tell that you are having fun and when you give something your full attention. It’s… charming,” she avoids using the word I know she wanted to use.

“Lily,” I say.

“Yes?”

“Remind me, how old are you?”

“Eighteen in a few weeks!” she answers, not understanding why I asked.

I can only sigh and filter out the voice of our childish healer and focus back on the array. The world becomes scarily quiet and loses its colors, and I activate my [Mana Domain] too and get to it. I examine all its twists, remove all the traps, and fix the circuits that were broken with time. I enjoy the entire process and even catch myself not caring about the time I spend doing it. It’s fun.

In the end, I stop when the array feels like it’s fixed and examine it one more time.

Seems good, this should do.

I look up and my eyes meet those of Jenna’s, who also waits for me to finish my work.

“Can you tell where it’s leading?” I ask her.

“Let me see,” she passes by me and puts her hand on the array. The mana she sends in is a bit weird, and she even uses one of the items Obelia takes out when working on arrays.

Curious, I examine the process and try to remember as much as possible.

“Most of the arrays are multi-directional. For example, the one we used to get to the old capital leads to two more places. The one we used to get out of the old capital also leads to three places in total,” her voice is quiet as her mana continuously flows inside.

In the end, she shakes her head, “This array leads only in one direction, and I can’t tell right away, but I think the one it reaches also connects only to this one.”

Jenna stands up and after excusing herself, she leaves to meet Obelia.

“Interesting, isn’t it?” I hear the soft voice from behind me.

I don’t even have to turn around to know who it is and decide to stay quiet.

“Nice reaction,” the voice continues to speak softly.

At the same time, Lily also continues to talk to me, her expression clearly showing she doesn’t hear the voice that talks to me.

“I will take a look at something else, Lily. Can you check on Hadwin? Just in case?” My steps become heavier as I head away from the room, reaching the far corner of the big room we first entered.

After making sure I’m behind the pillar, I wait a bit and soon the lynthari woman, who is barely taller than me, passes by my side and stops in front of me, the Lynthari Matriarch. 

I wonder, why is the matriarch shorter than any other adult lynthari? Is there a reason for that?



Then her piercingly blue eyes meet mine, and she moves a strand of her red hair from her shoulder.

My mana continuously flows through my body, strengthening it, defending my mind, and trying to perceive everything around me. I still don’t sense anything. Like appearing out of thin air, the Matriarch is here.

No, she was here the entire time; she entered the mines with us, and she walked by our side. She observed the fight.

The entire time just an arm’s reach away from us, yet no one could see her, no one could sense her.

“I can see why Myrra calls you the feral one,” the matriarch, who looks barely thirty, just smiles. It’s a somewhat friendly smile.

“Why are you here?” I manage to get out of myself.

For a moment, she muses over her next words and then she just says, “At first, I went here to kill everyone from Storm Brigade. Obelia long since started asking too… uncomfortable questions and her obsession isn’t helping either.” She turns around and looks towards one of the men from Obelia’s guild.

He is walking towards where we are, but then, without me sensing anything, the man’s expression changes and he stops, a surprised giggle escaping his mouth and he walks around where we are as if there is a wall in front of him.

“As for you and your guild, I planned to keep you alive. Mainly because you have a few guild members with interesting skills,” she thinks a bit longer, “Oh, and Eris seems to like you, calling you underling and such, so I would feel bad for killing you.”

Her voice is calm and confident, even as she talks about killing a few dozen people. A voice of someone confident in their decisions and power. A voice of someone who is used to ruling and making difficult decisions for a long time.

“But?” I ask.

“The array you just fixed, do you have any idea where it leads?” A few steps and she stops in front of me. I could reach her if I lifted my hand.

“Jenna said it’s one-directional,” I answer as I still have no idea.

“Yes, it leads to the tunnels far away from here,” her canines show, “to the lab where the lynthari Champion created the self-sustained biological weapon called the Colony.”
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Chapter 236 - Back on the surface


                It had long been suspected here in this world that the Colony and the Living Tree were weapons used in a war long ago. But learning in one day that the war was against invaders called lynthari and the Colony was something created to be used against humans would be quite earthshaking news for someone from this floor.

“So, you guys invaded this world during the Pairing, you fought humans, you created the Colony and the Living Tree and a few hundred years later you are at the point you are?”

“If you say it like that, it sounds quite rude,” her tail, which is much fluffier than other lynthari’s, moves, showing her amusement. “The Pairing is something that is forced onto us by )0ú +!ôú#*,” she continues to explain, but the system automatically censors everything else.

What a surprise.

“I see,” I nod and pretend to understand, “The Living Tree is also your job?” I ask.

The lynthari matriarch doesn’t say anything else and a weird smile appears on her face and she nods, “It’s been a long time since I talked with someone about it,” she breathes in, “It’s refreshing.”

“So that means the other lynthari don’t know?”

“They are too young, and I made sure to kill everyone who knew, leaving only kids behind.”

I open my mouth to ask why, but I freeze at the start of the sentence. Her eyes clearly show that this is as much as she will say. Asking more than this would be dangerous.

 “I see,” I say in the end, and her tail moves a bit, showing an emotion that is hard to describe, seemingly both annoyed and amused at the same time.

Without explaining anything else, she turns around and walks into the wall, passing by it as if it’s not there.

What level is she? Surely over 250 and her class is [Enthraller - lvl ??],showing only two question marks so she is still under level 300. 

It’s all really weird, she is a matriarch, probably the strongest living lynthari, yet she called Myrra Champion candidate. Does it mean that Myrra only possesses the potential to become Champion while the matriarch does not? Before this floor ends, I will have to ask her a few questions.

For a moment, I examine the wall she left through and there is no illusion or hidden entrance, it’s just a normal wall, meaning she used some skill to pass through it. That’s interesting, but there is something that annoyed me more than her ability to pass through materials. It’s her skill that allows her to hide from other people. I guess that it is something similar to Lorven’s skill or the twins’ skill called [Sensory Deception].

Their skill doesn’t affect the mind, just creates an illusion that the twins slowly learn to make more and more believable. Sometimes they even give them some fake mana signatures, and I could swear they somehow make them radiate heat.

The matriarch probably has a similar skill that allows her to hide from people or remove her “signature” from the world. I know that she is maybe even 100 levels higher than me, yet it still annoys me that she is capable of doing that. Especially while not being a Champion and not even a Champion candidate as far as I know.

While observing the wall to make sure, I even kick it a few times and obviously, that’s when Tess appears.

“We are fighting walls now?” she asks.

“Only this one,” I sigh, “So how is our 5th Beyond explorer?”

“He is from the same group as Brainiac, Lootenant, and Mari, group WhiteWing, and apparently, he is their leader.”

“Also the strongest one out of group 1.”

“Yes, he is a bit… trusting and seems nice, but it’s hard to say how much of it is an act. Right now, he seems like some paladin of justice, just from the way he speaks.”

I move away from the wall, “Someone in Beyond being nice? Tess, wanna bet? I think he is evil, maybe the worst guy from here, and is only acting all nice and just.”

“That’s so like you,” she shakes her head, “Anyway, what do you think of the array?”

“That? It’s a no-go for now, it leads to the Colony.”

I then tell her what I have learned from the matriarch and how close we most likely all were to death. What changed her mind is still a bit of a mystery.

“So she said she didn’t want that information to leak out and she was willing to kill Obelia and probably all of us, but she changed her mind?” Tess asks and a dozen or so javelins that constantly hover behind her back move slightly to the side and follow her.

“My best guess is that she wants to attack the lab where the Colony was created and doesn’t want to weaken Virelia’s forces,” I tell her.

“I thought the same.” Tess looks around and also knocks on the wall of rock, “I hoped it would be a quick expedition with decent rewards, but once again we are deep underground, surrounded by rock and darkness.”

“Are you holding up fine?”

“For me it’s not a problem, but some of the others are getting a bit nervous. It’s not much, but enough to influence their behavior a bit if we stay here for much longer.”

“I see, can you tell Obelia what we learned about the array? Keep the matriarch’s interference secret for now. I will meanwhile ask for the ring from Hadwin and try to check how far the closest tunnel is.”

Tess just nods in confirmation and leaves while I reach Hadwin who is already fully healed.

The wound on his side is gone and he even put a new shirt on.

Seeing where I look, he shakes his head, “I thought I could take it on, but I was wrong.”

“Well, his attacks were quite strong.” I decide to be nice.

“Yes, but if he was real or fought better I would’ve been dead. But no worries, I will work on it.”

I nod. Seeing Haddy complain about not being able to tank the attack of someone with an epic weapon and a much higher level reminds me how weird most of us are.

How arrogant and far-reaching. We are just a bunch of newbies who only started learning how to use our skills and mana and we want to fight much stronger opponents. And not only fight, but to win, endure their attacks, crush them. Maybe you have to be a bit crazy to end up in Hell difficulty.

“I thought of it as well, but you will probably have more luck with your higher mana,” he immediately knows what is on my mind, and after pulling it off his finger, he hands me the ring we got from the expedition to the old capital.

I examine it once more.

Darkstride Ring (epic):This ring is imbued with a dark enchantment that allows the wearer to step into the shadows and reappear a short distance away in a different shadow, effectively granting the ability to blink through shadows for a tactical advantage on the battlefield.

“You just have to hope there are some shadows in the tunnels. I’m not sure how well it works with pure darkness.”

Huh, that’s a good point. Is Hadwin maybe a bit smart? I didn’t think of that, so maybe he is a genius?

“You are thinking something rude, aren’t you?” he asks. He really is smart, “There might still be some mana in the lines on the tunnel walls so the shadows might be here, but you better hurry.”

“No problem, thanks.” I leave Hadwin and then use [Mana Domain] and stretch it in one direction again. Then, while using [Perception] in a similar way, I move around the rooms, close to the walls.

It takes a bit of time, but in the end, as suspected, I don’t find any part of an unburrowed tunnel.

The ring says a short distance, but we confirmed before that the more mana you use, the longer that short distance is. So I do the same thing, just this time feed the epic ring with a lot of mana and search for shadows I could use.

In the end, I find only one, but it only feels weak, as it’s about to disappear.

Quickly, I rush more mana through my body, and in the air in front of me, I create an anchor and feed it with enough mana to last a few minutes. Then, just in case, I create another one a bit further.

“Min-Jae, guard them for me,” I tell the Korean boy who is closest to me, and he nods.

Then I use [Regalia] to create armor around my body and strengthen my body before using the ring.

The world around me changes, and I feel my body being pulled and moved towards the shadow I targeted. The skill of the ring ignores the stone and just moves me toward the shadow where I pop out.

As suspected, it’s one of the tunnels we used, and further behind I sense one of the marks Sophie kept leaving behind.

Immediately, I leave an anchor in the air and this one I feed with even more mana than the ones before.

Examining it for a while, I send mana towards the wall, making the lines light up. Then, to be even more sure, I create one orb and fill it with thermal energy, making it create even more shadow and be able to last hours.

Giving my surroundings one more look, I then activate the anchor and teleport back through [Tether].

The skill is currently level 9, so testing if I can teleport with people will surely make it break the bottleneck, right? So who will be my test subject and find out with me if I can transport other people?

My eyes meet those of Hadwin’s and he seems a bit nervous out of nowhere.

Who told you to be so durable and upgrade your constitution?

 







 

In the end, it worked. Hadwin went first, after using the entirety of his mana and [Strengthening] his body, even putting some heavy armor on. Such an amount of distrust almost hurts my sensitive soul, but I decide to forgive him.

While transferring him, I did it extremely carefully, even though I might have seemed unbothered. I spent a few minutes preparing and carefully calculating.

Surprisingly, it all went without a hitch, just the chunk of mana it took was much bigger than expected. It’s hard to guess, but probably around 20 percent of my mana? Maybe even more. Enough for quite a strong tricolored or antomic bomb.

Still, having enough mana in the reservoir and my regeneration being somewhat decent because of the big mana pool, I spent plenty of time transporting everyone and waiting for my mana to replenish. It could go a bit faster if I took more from my Mana Reservoir, but I have decided to keep it at least mostly full.

“Damn, I missed the sun,” Maya groans while she stretches. A sigh of relief is something I noticed.

“Next time we will take some people specialized in stone manipulation and tunneling. It would take them just a few hours to get us out,” Obelia stops by our side.

Her saying that isn’t surprising at all. Most of us are more inclined towards fighting rather than tunneling and stopping the tunnel from falling on our heads. Well, just a few hundred more levels and I will just destroy the mountain, not bothering with such things as tunnels.

“Judging by the time, the auction will start tonight. I will be taking Tess with me as my disciple and you will have a spot for two more people if you want to take them with you,” Obelia says simply.

“Will do so. So we will meet there?” I look at her.

“Yes, I will be waiting for you,” she then waves and leaves for her guild, all of them moving towards Virelia.

“How big is that auction, Nat?” Min-Jae asks while walking by my side. I also notice a few others listening.

“Myrra said the biggest one in a few dozen years, so probably quite good. Obelia will be also auctioning an epic spear,” I answer him.

But best of all, I will also be auctioning off some inscribed mana stones. With the help of the old man and just to get a bit more money from all the weirdos that drool over some new inscriptions.

I have to find a way to spend all that money. There will be some nice items in the auction, something said even by Myrra and Obelia, both extremely rich and one of them having multiple epic items while the other one surely has one as well.

“So, who will you be taking,” I don’t even have to turn around to see the shine in Min-Jae’s eyes.

            


Chapter 237 - Dressed up


                I check myself one more time in the mirror. I’m wearing a simple gray suit. They are tailor-made, and it took a few weeks to get a few sets. Something I, in the end, let happen even though I prefer my casual clothes.

The clothes are surprisingly comfortable, with gray pants, a similar color jacket, and under it, a black shirt with long sleeves and a vest-like thing that is also gray. In a few places, there is simple embroidery made with a golden-like color.

My hair is also put into a somewhat presentable state.

For a moment, I stare at my reflection, and the weirdo in the mirror stares back at me with his differently colored eyes. Well, I won’t be getting any points for the expression my face almost constantly has, but at least I’m handsome, right? My mom said it once when I was nine years, six months, and ten days old, so it must be true.

Then I spend a few minutes thinking if I should create a thermal orb and store it inside my body, but decide against it. A few lynthari could sense it, and explaining it would be a bit… difficult.

“Asshole,” I say to the weirdo in the mirror, and the guy mouths the same words. The words Biscuit likes to use so often.

Finally, I exit my room and walk downstairs where most of group 4 are. Tess is the first I notice. A tall blonde wearing a simple white dress that somewhat looks comfortable and reveals a nice chunk of her shoulders and back.

Curiously, I locate Min-Jae and, as expected, he turns away his gaze from Tess the moment he sees me looking at him.

Oi, you will drool.

I shake my head and stop in front of Tess, “No high heels?”

“As if I would put on such uncomfortable things,” she also eyes me the way I did her, “See, you can be quite handsome if you try.”

“I don’t have to be handsome, Biscuit likes me no matter how ugly I look,” I point out. “You look pretty.” I compliment her.

I can see that I made her a bit happy. Who wouldn’t like compliments?

“And who is this handsome boy?” I squat down in front of the best doggo.

(Asshole!)

“Yes, yes you are!” I pick Biscuit up and examine the clothes he is wearing. Somewhat, they seem to be even more quality and expensive than the ones I have on myself.

Biscuit is wearing a dark blue jacket and vest, both reminding of a suit, and he also has something like a red tie. All of it fits well and is custom-made. The best thing the silly group 4, probably Isabella, spent money on.

Seeing how handsome he is, I think I would be willing to sell an epic item just to get a few more clothes like that for him. Well, my point of view might be skewed a bit when it comes to money, as epic items keep falling into my lap.

(Food,) Biscuit says after looking at me.

“Oh, really? Thank you, buddy! You too look very handsome.”

“It’s so weird how those two communicate,” I can hear Maya somewhere in the background but ignore her.

We fancy-dressed people often have trouble being able to hear people like her, “Where are Sophie and Izzy?” I ask about the two people I decided to take with me.

Sophie to check the items with me and maybe make some people more… cooperative and Izzy to read other auctioneers and give us a nice advantage. I mean, some people didn’t like it, but the decision is the most logical.

“Well, that changed a bit. Izzy got sick, and Sophie decided to stay with her,” Tess tells me.

“Oh… so who is coming?”

“Lily and Hadwin,” the blonde sighs. “Before you ask, Lily didn’t do anything. I checked multiple times.”

If that doesn’t suck.

The first one to climb downstairs is Hadwin, wearing a light blue suit in a style similar to mine. The older man has a short, well-kept beard and a nice haircut. The longer I look at him the more I wonder how much longer I can call him an older man. Hadwin now looks under 40, unlike his real age which is closer to 50. He is still well-built and only a bit shorter than me.

Unlike before when he was bulkier, he is a bit slimmer, yet the muscles are apparent even under clothes, not bulky, but flexible and tough, clearly showing how much he got into swordsmanship. I also check his face and I swear it looks younger than before.

Is it a result of a constitution upgrade or just the sheer power of stats? Or maybe he just enjoys this new “life” that much?

The same as me, he doesn’t have any weapons on him.

“Tess, can you help Lily? She has some trouble with her clothes,” he asks.

“I will help too,” Maya says and together with Tess, they go upstairs.

“Nat, you have to buy me something nice, okay?” Min-Jae, still a bit disappointed, asks, “Some tougher or more conductive material for my projectiles would be nice.”

“Sure, I will buy everything useful,” I answer him.

I’m rich.

“Keep an eye on Isabella. If it seems to be getting more serious, come for us,” Hadwin tells him.

“Lily couldn’t help?” I ask.

“That’s the weird thing about it. Sophie didn’t want Lily to interfere and asked us to trust her.” For a moment, a sharp expression flashes in his eyes, “Lately, Sophie has been acting suspicious so I sat down with her and asked her about it. She didn’t tell me it all, but I think she might have removed [Geas] from Isabella’s mind.”

Oh? That really surprised me. Sophie’s [Geas] is something she left on Isabella during the second floor. A construct that did help the young girl deal with the terrifying reality of the tutorial while allowing her to not feel that much fear or regret in certain situations to allow her to fight.

“I think it’s the right decision, but the effect of removing it must have been too much.” Hadwin fixed his tie.

“She could have waited a few days,” I tell him.

“Today is Isabella’s 11th birthday,” Hadwin says softly, to the surprise of everyone in the room.

“We didn’t know that!” Dennis complains.

“Yeah, they never told us,” Aaron continues, as always, the twins in perfect sync.

“They didn’t want to spread it that much. So I think Sophie and Isabella wanted to do it on Isabella’s birthday. Symbolic mostly,” Hadwin´s voice sounds almost gentle.

That’s when Tess walks downstairs together with Lily, who follows shyly behind her. The black-haired girl is wearing a pale blue dress that is similar to Tess’s, but less revealing, completely covering her back and showing only a bit of her shoulder and the entirety of her pale white arm. Something she still refuses to fix for me and for her, both of us having an albino-like left arm.

It’s not like I don’t know the reason, and it’s as Lily said once. She is scarily patient and stubborn.

“Say welcome to our Initiate of Lust,” Dennis mutters, and Min-Jae giggles but quickly tries to hide it.

“How many times do I have to tell you I don’t have a Lust subclass!” Lily shouts at one of the twins.

“According to Granny Liss, it’s Radiant Lust, Lily! You should know that!” Aaron shakes his head.

Tess, patient as always, just waits for them to finish, “So, boys, keep an eye on Sophie and Izzy and if anything happens, look for us, you know where. Maya, I will be relying on you the most,” she turns to the other woman.

“Sure, buy me something nice, okay?” Maya smiles at her.

“Only the best stuff.”

“That’s what I like to hear.”

Then we leave the house. Me, Tess, Hadwin, Lily, and Biscuit, of course. Tess will be with Obelia as her disciple, and I could take two people with me, but I need Biscuit too, obviously. They would not stop me from taking in my emotional support animal.

It’s already getting darker and the streets are emptier than before, yet nicely lit. Having enough time, we walk towards the auction building. Even from afar, we can see dozens of people moving around. Talking to each other, building social circles, greeting old friends, and showing off expensive clothes and jewelry. Seeing all of it, Lily becomes starry-eyed, looking around with an expression that is so excited it makes me stop myself from making fun of her.

I also notice Hadwin looking at her, and the smile on his face seems almost fatherly as if it’s his granddaughter having her first big party.

“Hadwin is nicer than you might think, Nat. He has been helping the kids a lot and they like him for it,” Tess slows down and whispers to me, “He just seems to have been lonely on Earth. Did you know most of his family died not that long ago?”

Our steps sound on cobblestones, and in the distance, we can hear music playing as we are getting closer to the auction building.

Tess continues, “I think he enjoys having people rely on him and asking him for help.”

“And you are poking both Hadwin and the kids to make it happen,” I answer her back, also in a quiet voice.

“Maybe a little bit,” she flashes me a smile, “But is that so bad?”

“I guess it’s not,” I answer to the best, after Biscuit, manipulator of group 4.

When I notice Obelia moving closer, I stop talking and warn others too.

The guild master of Storm Brigade reaches us soon, followed by her attendee Jenna. Both of them are wearing nice dresses that have their guild emblem embroidered into them. Both dresses are in pale blue color. “Excuse me, but I’m rather surprised how well you look in your clothes, Nathaniel,” Obelia says, with Jenna nodding in agreement.

I also notice Lily saying something under her breath that I’m sure is an insult to, according to her, the old woman Obelia.

Feeling my social batteries already going down, I just answer quickly, “Thank you, you and Jenna also look nice.”

One in surprise lifted eyebrow from Obelia and a few sentences she exchanged with Tess, Hadwin, and Lily later, and we finally follow her inside the auction house.

Just following close to her gives us a lot of attention from other people, and every time someone tries to reach out to sense our mana, I destroy the attempt in a way that should hurt at least a bit. Through the door framed with golden lights, we enter a giant hallway. The walls are full of beautiful paintings, the stone of the floor is smooth and shiny, and everywhere are dozens of powerful or rich people.

And in-between them, lynthari. A race of people-like beings that just have cat ears and tails, towering over everyone. All of them are young for lynthari, confirming that most of the old ones rarely mingle with humans.

“Oh, Obelia, it’s nice to see you,” a lynthari woman joins in, her tail short and both it and her ears brown, similar in color to her hair, “I heard you are also auctioning some items, nya! I’m already excited to see it,” the lynthari chirps.

For some unknown reason, my body twitches.

“Thank you, Miss Lynthes, you are charming as always, and I hope you will have a lot of fun tonight,” Obelia answers in her calming tone.

“I will, nya! Who are your friends? I already know smart Jenna, but I didn’t see the others.”

“Guild master of Angry Kittens, Nathaniel, his vice guild master Tess, and these are their other members, Hadwin and Lily,” Obelia introduces us shortly and without much grandeur, but it looks like something the lynthari would prefer.

“Ahh,” for a moment, my eyes meet those of the lynthari woman, and her tail twitches and her canines show, “You are Myrra’s…” her tone of voice sounds disappointed, “Shame,” she adds and licks her lips.

With a few more sentences, she leaves, and in my mind, I don’t know if I should thank Myrra for scaring them off or be angry that she seems to be so possessive.

Walking around and grabbing some snacks here and there, I continue to follow our small group, and my mood only grows more and more sour, surrounded by all these talking people.

“Your expression is fun,” another lynthari who started talking to us smiles at me, somewhat shamelessly and not scared off by Myrra’s name.

Once again, I wonder why they won’t annoy Tess, Lily, or Hadwin.

The lynthari sniffs, and for all I know, he can be trying to sniff my emotions or whatever they do.

(Asshole!) Biscuit shouts, making sure the lynthari hears it, and for a moment, the lynthari’s expression becomes annoyed.

I noticed it long since, but the race of cat people don’t seem to like Biscuit, to my surprise. I mean, how could you not? Just look at him, especially now when he is wearing a dark blue suit with a red tie.

“That creature, can you get it away, it disturbs me,” the lynthari sighs in an annoyed voice and with slight disgust in it.

“Well, maybe you should just fuck off if you don’t like it here,” I get out of myself.

The expression of sheer surprise I get from the lynthari and people around me is almost funny. I did spend the last one hour and forty-two minutes dealing with their bullshit, surrounded by all this noise and people. And now they will trash-talk Biscuit?

“What? You didn’t hear? I said you can fuck off if you don’t like it.” 

The lynthari man then licks his lips, more amused than threatened, “I can see why Myrra likes you,” he says before gracefully bowing and leaving.

As a reward for that, Biscuit thankfully bumps my leg with his head. Let’s not let him know that I partially did it so Biscuit doesn’t obliterate that weirdo.

I turn to the person who got us here, “So, Obelia, I’m bored, how about we go and see the items that will be auctioned off?”

            


Chapter 238 - Start of the Auction


                There are multiple rooms where the items are previewed, and there are already plenty of people in these rooms inspecting the items for one last time before the auction. A few guards are in each room, while the items are in glass boxes with circuits etched into them.

Armors, amulets, rings, some weird eggs, and bottles that are hundreds of years old. Some expensive meats that are also apparently hundreds of years old and perfectly stored. This meat can be smelled even through the glass and is from high-level monsters.

Mana stones with information stored on them and even plenty of items people don’t know what they are for or that are straight up broken.

We pass through multiple rooms like that and even though some items are good, they don’t catch my interest that much. Sure, I will buy anything that seems useful, yet they don’t excite me, so we pass into a room with more and more valuable items.

Soon the rooms have much fewer people in them and there needs to be an invitation to even be able to enter them, something Obelia has so we can enter.

I notice a few rare armors of the upper tier, mana batteries that are hard to find anywhere else, and encrypted mana stones. Old manuals inscribed into mana stones containing information on classes.

Finally, this is getting better.

“This is the last room,” Obelia says, and this time the confirming of her identity takes longer and when we enter, there are barely ten people inside and two lynthari guards.

There are only ten items in there and I recognize a few of them.

First, the epic spear Obelia got from the old capital and that has the most people around it. The plan is to buy it for Tess so she can use it as a projectile. Might be overkill, but with the amount of money we got from scamm… from leveraging our epic items to the lynthari, we should be capable of buying this.

Plus, we got more money from Sophie and her… well, her ability to make people cooperative as well from me selling some inscribed mana stones.

We are not scammers.

“Oh, feral angry kitten!” I hear the voice and can only sigh as Isola rushes towards us.

One of the strongest humans in the city has a smile on her face and is wearing a black dress that reveals a big chunk of her belly. “You are quite handsome if you dress up, but I still prefer you in normal clothes,” she complains and also greets other people.

“Is there anything you want to buy, Isola?” Obelia asks her.

Isola scratches her head, “Not really, just a few members of my guild want me to buy a mana stone,” she gestures towards one of the glass boxes, “Apparently it has some amazing inscriptions on it made by some upcoming genius enchanter.”

She then pauses for a moment, “Oh, and did you notice lynthari saying ‘nya’ after every other sentence? Lately, more and more of them do that, do you think they are trying to mess with us?”

“Oh? You noticed it too? Maybe it’s some trend from their youngsters?” Obelia answers, and they get into a conversation and I use the opportunity to move around the room.

One after another, I check all the items and as expected, the mana stone Isola talked about is the one inscribed by me. As for why it’s here among the most valuable items, I don’t know. Well, it’s probably the old man selling it here, but I don’t know why it’s considered so valuable to be next to an epic spear.

None of the items look more interesting than the heavy chest without any holes we got from the old capital.

Yes, even after all these months and dozens of attempts, we were unable to open it. Not me, not Lily, not even Biscuit after I told him there is the best food stored inside of it. At this point, I might give it to Min-Jae or Tess to use as a heavy projectile as they did during the first floor with heavy chunks of iron.

“Some items here are really nice, the best rare items I saw, and probably close to stepping into the epic grade,” Hadwin joins my side and I notice that he is playing with the ring he has on his finger. The epic rarity one.

“We will buy most of them and you guys can take them,” I shrug my shoulders.

“Nothing caught your eyes?”

“Nothing here, but in one of the first rooms, I noticed a few broken items and mana stones that I really want to get,” I answer him.

I’m not even lying. More than these highest rare-grade items and even more than the epic spear, I saw a mana stone that had such dense and weird inscriptions that they seemed like cracks and made the organizers put it into the trash items they want to get rid of.

There was also a bracelet that was twisted and broken, yet the metal it was made of was reacting extremely weirdly to my primordial energies. To be honest, it made me so curious I almost tried to steal it right there.

I spend the remaining time there talking with Hadwin and Lily, who sneaks closer to us while Tess deals with other people in the room.

All the guild masters are here, even Lorven, who looks at me so lovingly, and Thalen, the redheaded guild master of the Luminous Order. The healer tries to get into a talk with Lily, but she just straight up tells him that she is not interested, whatever she meant by it.

As for me, I still plan to make Lily a stronger healer than him so I can show off.

Now that we are here, I wonder if I should introduce Hadwin to Isola; both of them have a similar fighting style. I don’t trust the woman, but Haddy could learn a thing or two from her.

Then I also get some food for Biscuit and hold him in my hands so he can also look at the items without having to hover. Every time he asks, I answer him that no, the item he is looking at is not food. He seems a bit disappointed, wondering why I’m showing him items that are not food.

As the auction starts coming closer, we head towards another room where all of us register. After infusing a mana stone with our mana we receive another one with our signature, which we can use to bid on the items by sending a pulse of mana inside of it.

Then everyone slowly gets to the biggest circular room. On one side of that room, there is a small podium where the items will be presented and the auctioneer will stand.

Down below that podium are a lot of chairs where people will be sitting and then there are dozens of balconies all around the room. All of them are private and each one is just big enough to house only a few people.

The room is beautifully lit by light that is sharp enough to light everything yet still soft to the eyes. Luxurious red drapes are everywhere, most of them even having embroidery with some material that glows slightly, fed by mana batteries nicely hidden from view.

I also notice a heating system built in the floor. Heating stones buried under and spreading heat through efficient mana circuits, yet in shapes that make them pretty to look at.

But the most eye-catching part of the room is the ceiling that curves a bit, creating a dome over the entire room, and then there is an effect created. The ceiling looks like a pitch-black dark sky full of stars that pulsate slowly and also light the room.

I poke Lily so she closes her wide-open mouth as she stares at it. Not like Angry Kittens have some name, but she will ruin what remains of it.

But yeah, when we get back to Earth, I will totally copy this thing and have it in my room. Obviously, I will make it even better. Maybe I can sneak inside the auction building a bit later and examine it. With the help of the epic cape we have, it should be doable.

“Welcome, welcome!” a tall man with long brown hair enters the podium, a big smile on his face showing his perfect teeth and clothes, “Thank you all for participating in the auction organized by White Stone Company and under the patronage of Ms. Lyriel!”

The man’s voice, strengthened by some means, evenly spreads through the room and even reaches the balcony where Angry Kittens, Obelia, and Jenna sit.

“Lyriel?” I ask Obelia.

“Lynthari in charge of administration of the city.”

The auctioneer talks for a bit more, using flowery words to compliment people here or to point out how amazing the auction, White Stone Company, and Lyriel are. It all goes on for a few long minutes.

“Now then, why don’t we get to why we all are here?” he finally gets to the point and the mood immediately changes.

People stop talking, they sit up straighter in their chairs, and all eyes turn towards the podium.

Seeing all of this, the man smiles and bows slightly as the drape on the side moves and the first item is brought onto a circular pedestal exactly in the middle of the podium.

“We will start with this item! It’s a mana stone found in the ruins of a small village north of the city. Its age is estimated to be two hundred ninety years old. The stone contains information about the people living in that village and its administration. The starting price is two Mirage stones!”

The fight immediately starts, and I can feel multiple pulses of mana from people under us that the auctioneer receives and starts shouting out, the price quickly climbing to four Mirage stones and then changing to one Heart stone.

“So, Tess, how does the currency work?” I say after quickly resonating the air around us so Obelia doesn’t hear.

The look that Tess gives me is halfway between amused and annoyed, “Nat, you’ve spent multiple months in this city, how the hell…”

I interrupt her, “I’m rich.”

She rolls her eyes, but I can see that she can’t help herself and a small smile appears on her face.

Tess then explains and tells me how much each stone would be worth in comparison to dollars. Obviously, it’s all estimations, but quite close if I know how diligent she can be.

There are 13 grades of mana stones, and obviously, the higher the grade, the more worth it has, and the rarer it is. Also, the higher the rarity, the harder they are to work on and to inscribe.

I just make sure to remember that the most valuable and somewhat used is the Eclipse Stone, worth around 1 million dollars, and the Sun Stone, worth 500 thousand dollars, among others.

There are probably some even more expensive ones, but that’s not something you are usually able to see as a human.

I also quickly forget the names of cheaper mana stones. I don’t think I will need this information outside of this auction.

In the end, I also ask, “So, how rich am I?”

“I could tell you that we have a few Sun Stones in the bank and you would have to believe me,” Tess teases.

“That’s true. Tess, are you stealing my money and building yourself a villa near the sea?”

“Just one? With how much we have, I could build multiple of them and you wouldn’t even notice,” she snorts and smiles, glancing to the side at our healer, “But to quickly answer, before Lily gets even more jealous. In the bank, we have well over one hundred Eclipse Stones.”

Huh, what?

“Come again?”

“Yes, Nat, you are rich, disgustingly rich,” Tess shakes her head, “It could be double that, but the loans you got against epic items were extremely predatory and you guys could get much more. So next time, please take me as well.”

“Tess, do we really have over a hundred million dollars’ worth of mana stones?” I decide to ignore that it could be twice that.

“Yes. I’m still in a bit of shock that you didn’t even realize it.”

For a moment, I think about it, and then my eyes move down and I look at the cute corgi that lies by my legs.

How much are you worth? Surely more than some useless epic item, right?

Biscuit senses my look and lifts his head, tilting it a bit, surprised by my intense stare, (Food?) he asks.

No! I can’t!

I quickly pet him and tell him that he is a good boy and cancel the isolation field around us, the voice of the auctioneer getting to our ears once more.

That’s when I feel goosebumps on my skin, and looking around, I identify the source of it: a little lynthari girl staring at me from one of the balconies. She is there alone and when her eyes meet mine, a big smile appears on her face.

I just give up and prepare my [Perception], and as the rift appears next to me, I observe it, how it is created, how it interacts with space around it, and how mana moves inside of it.

“Underling!” the redheaded girl smiles, totally ignoring the other people in the room.

Obelia’s eyes are so wide open that for a moment I think they might fall out, and Jenna seems like she is about to bow or kneel.

“It’s good you are here, I was getting bored, nya!” she stops next to me, “Let’s watch the auction together.”

Things have become more… interesting.
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Summoned to another world, Arc must become a hero — or die trying.

Arc was an ordinary young woman from Earth trying to make it through college when she found herself in a frozen wasteland, armed with nothing but a spear, and hounded by monsters. It is a trial given to her by the System to become a Hero — a hellish training for her to undergo for reasons she does not know.

And when she finally escapes, she emerges with only a single goal: to find answers on why she was summoned here. And if someone gets in her way?

She’ll make them regret it.




                



Chapter 239 - Bidding


                “What are you doing here… boss,” I say, ignoring the looks I get for that.

Meanwhile, the granddaughter of the lynthari matriarch sits on my lap. Shamelessly. The matriarch called her Eris before, so I guess I should call her that.

“Grandma said that I should go there and buy myself something nice if I want to. She even gave me her card,” Eris takes out a card made from transparent white crystal and with delicate blue circuits that create something like a panorama of the city.

Unlike my card, there is no number on it.

Don’t tell me… is it unlimited? Looking at this silly lynthari girl, I get an idea. Should I use her to buy me everything?

But seeing her happy expression, I quickly change my mind. Even I’m not that evil.

“Underling, nya, I will buy you one thing you like, so pick anything, okay?” Eris says.

“Really? In that case, I also want to buy something for the boss, so pick something too,” I tell her almost automatically and shift a bit so she sits more comfortably.

No matter how much I think about it, I just can’t force myself to treat her too harshly. I mean, I would be able to do it if my life was at risk or the life of someone from group 4, but in situations like this? There is no need for that.

Eris continues to chirp something, quickly telling me about her day while the auctioneer keeps showing item after item and selling them off. Then I wonder, what happened to the original Eris. Did her world get destroyed by Calamities? Did she grow old, get a family, and then die in bed surrounded by her grandchildren?

Seeing how Obelia acts now, did humans find out that lynthari are invaders and try to fight them and either got eliminated by the matriarch or were able to win?

And Myrra? She is a Champion candidate; was she able to reach that level or died before it? If she did, is she still alive? Did the system copy her world millions of years ago, and there is nothing left of it anymore, maybe even the planet was destroyed, and only shadows of all these dead people exist in the tutorial?

Their lives, struggles, hopes, and sadness used to make it feel more real for people who are taken in here.

 The more I think, the less I like it. It’s disgusting.

“Underling, you have a scary expression, does your tummy hurt?” the young lynthari asks, and there is even a hint of worry.

Great, now even I have little children to worry about myself.

“I’m fine, boss, but you were telling me about how you tricked one of your servants, so what did he do when he found out?”

“Yes! He was so surprised, nya…” Eris continues to tell me about it while I listen and also pay attention to the auctioneer and wait for the items I wanted. I think they should be numbers 113 and 189.

“Going once, going twice…the item was sold for five Heart Stones!” the auctioneer shouts.

One Heart Stone is worth around 5 thousand dollars, so the prices are slowly but surely going up, the items are also auctioned in order from cheapest to the most expensive.

“First underling!” Eris grabs my shoulders and shakes me slightly.

“Yes, boss?” I ask absentmindedly while watching some weird book being auctioned off.

“Who are the humans with you? Are they your underlings?”

Now that I think about it, I’m the guild master, am I not? So probably? 

“I think so.” I answer her.

“I see, that means they are my underlings too since I’m your boss!” she declares.

I mean, she is not wrong, and there is some logic in it, and I just nod, which makes her laugh happily, and she jumps from my legs to examine her newest targets. For the following few minutes, I observe as she bullies Tess, who just goes with it in a similar way I do, and then switches to Lily and Hadwin, who are less successful.

Before coming back, she plops on the ground and pets Biscuit, who patiently lets her.

Unlike other lynthari, she doesn’t seem to dislike him. “Cute,” she says.

At that moment, I start liking her a bit more. At least she is someone who can recognize the majesty of the divine beast that is Biscuit.

“I will buy him from you,” she immediately says something that sours my mood.

“Biscuit is not for sale,” I tell her without hesitation, and a surprised look appears on her face.

“One Eclipse Stone,” she says.

Ha! Does she think Biscuit is worth…I quickly remember the worth of the mana stone…only worth one million dol…what?

She misunderstands my expression and quickly says again, “Ten Eclipse Stones!”

“Boss, I’ve never been so insulted in my life and neither has Biscuit,” I say, curious how high I can get the price.

“Fifty Eclipse Stones!” she offers a price that is higher than two epic items.

Just how spoiled is she to be given so much by her granny?

But she confirmed to me that Biscuit is worth more than some random items, and now I can say “I told you so” to Tess who kept disagreeing with me when I joked with her about it.

“Sorry, boss, he is my friend and not for sale,” I refuse the offer.

That seems to surprise the family member of the most powerful person in the city, but she doesn’t push it and plops back on my legs. “I see!”

Her mood changes and also the tone of her voice is a bit off.

So that’s how it is.

I lean closer to her ear, “I also wouldn’t sell the boss for any amount of mana stones,” I tell her.

She doesn’t say anything, but hearing what she wanted to hear, she starts swinging her legs and continues to watch the auction.

Ha! Kids are easy to deal with!

 







 

POV Aaron Dalton

I look at Kim and Maya and only then turn my card around.

“Oh, come on!” Maya groans and pulls more mana stones from her pouch, sliding them to me.

(Well, that was easy,) I receive from Dennis.

“Hey! No cheating!” Maya notices it somehow.

Damn, she couldn’t sense our conversation before. Is Nathaniel teaching her more annoying stuff?

“It’s something we got too used to, Maya,” Dennis defends us, “We did not cheat, I swear.”

“You better not,” she squints her eyes and then just leans back on the couch. “This was the last round for me.”

“Are you going to play that violin thing you bought?” Kim asks her the moment she does so.

At that, she smiles at him, and Kim even blushes a bit under her gaze, and she notices that, making her smile even more, “Come on, Kim, you can’t blush so easily. You won’t get Tess like that!” she pokes him jokingly.

“Isn’t he already a lost cause?” Dennis asks her, “Tess seems to be going a different… way?”

“Oh? Do you think that? But that’s not true. I don’t think Tess cares if it’s a woman or man.”

(Oh, that’s spicy, isn’t it?) I send to Dennis, and Maya notices that but doesn’t do anything.

Meanwhile, Kim only innocently stares at her and slowly understands, blushing a bit more and his eyes big from surprise.

“Damn, it’s almost cute how innocent you are sometimes, Kim,” Maya reaches and pinches his cheek while smiling at him.

After seeing that Kim doesn’t say anything else, she just sighs, “Anyway, there’s something else I wanted to ask you guys. But did you also realize how different Nathaniel is from the first floor?”

“You may have forgotten our holidays under the old capital,” I tell her, and through our link, I feel that even Dennis shudders.

“That’s not what I’m talking about. I know Nathaniel is quite ruthless if someone steps over the line. What I meant is overall. He seems… less harsh overall.”

“It can be caused only by a woman,” I say.

“Do you think Lily finally got her fangs into him? She is an Initiate of Lust, so probably?” while taking a sip of his drink, Dennis smiles.

“You and your theory about her subclass; Nat sees Lily as nothing more than a kid. The way he treats her is similar to how he treats Izzy,” Maya sighs, “I mean, he is still scary when he wants to be, but it’s harder and harder to call him an asshole,” while shaking her head, she reaches and steals some snack from the bowl in front of Kim.

“I think it’s simple,” Kim says in a somewhat somber tone, “Nathaniel is someone that is nicer the stronger he is.” The way he says it is really confident.

(Should we make fun of him?) I hear through our link.

(We can a bit later, let him cook.) I send back.

Seeing that we don’t react, Kim continues, “Nathaniel acts harshly only in a few cases. If he feels threatened or if someone threatens someone he likes,” he shrugs his shoulders, “During the 1st floor, it was really scary, and we didn’t know what to expect, and there were monsters all around. Nat also wasn’t that strong, so he was a bit cruel at times.”

As always, there are a few orbs made of weird metal floating near him. Kim does this almost constantly and practices even as we play.

“But the stronger Nat became, the less of a threat we were to him, and the more confident he was with his powers, so he kind of calmed down.”

(Oi, that somehow makes sense.)

(Shh, listen to him.)

“Right now, we are almost no threat to him, so he acts nicer. Of course, if we betray him, it will change.” Kim shrugs, “I thought about it a lot, you know? I was really scared of Nathaniel for some time, but then I slowly realized how it works.”

Kim smiles a bit and shakes his head while looking at his hands, “Nathaniel is someone who becomes nicer the stronger he is. Because that’s when he thinks you can’t hurt him.”

 







 

I swear, when I become stronger, I will bully the entire lynthari population into oblivion. I will force them to use ‘nya’ at the end of every sentence, and skills that allow invisibility will not be tolerated, and their usage will be punished. While at it, I will order them to annihilate every single monster with such an ability.

Oh, and calling me “feral one” will not be allowed either.

The reason?

The goddamn bidding stone item in my hands. I tried to bid on one of the items, and not knowing how to use it properly, I bid one Eclipse Mana Stone. Yup. I bid one million dollars’ worth on an item maybe worth fifty thousand.

“Calling once, calling twice…” the auctioneer quickly shouts, even his eyes showing his surprise.

What annoys me are the giggles of lynthari who even know who did the bid and stare towards our balcony, not even caring that I’m here with the granddaughter of their matriarch or that I’m something Champion candidate Myrra cares about.

No, they giggle, smile, cover their mouths, and their ears and tails move in an amused manner. Some even shout “Cute!” at my reaction to my blunder.

“Oh, you are quite rich, underling!” Eris is not helping this either, and what’s left is to act like it’s all according to plan.

“Yeah, I didn’t want it to take that long,” I say simply, trying to keep what is left of my dignity.

“Sold to the rich young man with black hair and unusual eyes!” the auctioneer shouts, even giving my description.

Okay, dude, you’re the next.

“The next item is the rarest consumable on our list…” The man on the podium lets his voice sound into the room, the last words quieter than a whisper.

Once again, all of the attention turns to him.

“We would usually auction it later in between one of the last items, but why don’t we spice things up?” he smiles and steps to the side, allowing a big glass box to be brought next to him.

Inside that box, a chunk of meat as big as the auctioneer lies. I could swear that even through the glass, I can smell the aroma of it.

“This, my dear guests, is the oldest piece of meat that we ever had a chance to auction off.”

A few people start to whisper with excitement.

I’m not that surprised; old meat is quite a delicacy here, the older, the better. Obviously, it’s not every meat that is capable of keeping such worth. No, only the meat of high-leveled animals or monsters is either resistant enough because of a high constitution or high mana that remains in it.

Meat of such a monster can be hundreds of years old and if stored properly, it’s safe to consume it. Not even mentioning its often delicate taste or rarity that makes the right people want to get it just to show off.

“An estimate is two hundred and twenty-nine years old,” he says, pausing, knowing his audience, and as he predicted, people talk even more. “Estimation on the level of the animal is close to two hundred and fifty!” the volume of his voice increases. “As for the animal it belonged to, it’s believed to be the Archdeer that our Matriarch personally helped to slay!”

            


Chapter 240 - Preparation to hunt the Calamity


                Did he just say deer? Archdeer? Oh my, surely nothing wrong will happen if I buy it? I can’t strengthen Bambi’s curse, and I’m sure Biscuit would like that piece of meat a lot.

“We have the first offer, one Star Stone!” the auctioneer shouts. “Surely we won’t end up at one only!”

One Star Stone is worth around 100 thousand dollars.

“Two Star Stones from an older gentleman in the audience!”

“Three Star Stones from a beautiful lady in a red dress on the balcony!”

The price quickly climbs higher and higher. “We have a Sun Stone from a young Lynthari gentleman!”

Half a mil, damn, they might be bigger foodies than Biscuit. But it doesn’t matter; that piece of meat is mine. For a moment, I imagine Biscuit’s thankful shouts and him impatiently tippy-tapping while waiting for the meat.

“What do you think, Biscuit?” I move Eris a bit to the side and look at the corgi nestling by my leg.

(Sustenance,) he says, and there is a hint of determination in his eyes.

If I don’t buy this meat, he will go and get it himself.

(I require sustenance,) sounds in my head, but this time it’s different. The voice is quieter, like a gentle whisper, and I feel goosebumps all over my skin.

When I look at Biscuit, I notice that his eyes are glowing slightly in a pale purple color.

“Leave it up to me!” I tell him quickly and send a signal through the bidding stone.

“Oh! We’ve got two Eclipse Stones from a young gentleman with pretty eyes!” the auctioneer calls attention to me, and I just nod.

Damn, how does this thing work? I wanted to bid only one Eclipse Stone.

After a few moments of silence, the auctioneer shouts, “Calling once, calling twice?”

The silence that fills the room makes a few more people look towards me, and they also notice Eris sitting on my lap. Her strikingly red hair and blue eyes.

Now that I think about it, rich or powerful people probably recognize her as the Matriarch’s granddaughter. Does it mean it might make them scared to bid against someone who is in such a good relationship with her? Am I indirectly bullying them?

“Good job, boss!” I whisper to Eris.

The young Lynthari clearly doesn’t know what she did, but she nods and smiles, lifting her nose a bit higher.

“Sold for two Eclipse Stones to the young man!” the auctioneer finally ends the bidding, and his eyes meet mine for a moment.

The auction afterward is quite boring.

Eris buys me some weird mana stone that she says has a similar color to her eyes, and in exchange, I buy her some ancient toy based on mana that helps to improve control.

Obelia bids a few times and buys some nice items for either herself or her guild.

Tess and Hadwin also point me to buy a few high-rare items that can be spread to our group members, some mana batteries, and other stuff.

Buying all of it barely makes a dent in the amount of money we hold, so I just keep buying and buying, as we end up with two dozen items. That brings some attention to us, but at this point, I’m not that worried. The only person that I found could threaten me is the Matriarch, and maybe a few more Lynthari. And Calamities, of course. Otherwise, there isn’t much to threaten my life here on the 4th floor.

As the night progresses, Eris leaves to play with someone else, and I notice Tess joking with Obelia and Jenna, while Hadwin sometimes joins in.

I spend my time continuing Mana Cycling, which I do constantly, and observing people on balconies, with some showing interest in me. Mostly, it’s simple to guess from their gaze what they want. Most of them just straight up want a good relationship with someone rich, others looking for a connection to Eris and the Matriarch, some recognizing me as the guild master of Angry Kittens, which is now one of the five big guilds thanks to its fighting power and not the size of the guild.

I just straight up ignore them, and when they reach out to me with their mana, I obliterate it, often doing so in a way that will sting them a bit.

“This crest is something we were unable to identify nor even scratch! It’s made of a material that reminds of wood, but it’s extremely heavy!” sounds from the podium.

That makes me curious again, and I look at the auctioneer, and the item inside the glass box reminds me of something. I didn’t notice it while checking the other items sent to auction, so did they just add it, or did I miss it while trying to avoid people? The material seems to be the same as the extremely heavy chest we got from the Champion’s house and were unable to open it, no matter what we tried.

The bids start at a Sun Stone, and I bid a few times until I win, ending up paying three Eclipse Stones and one Sun Stone.

“The next item is something extremely exciting; we are getting to the last ten items!”

The lighting changes, and the fake night sky on the ceiling as well, with stars disappearing and being replaced by soft, aurora-like blue lights that mix with white ones.

“Allow me to show you this extremely precious mana stone inscribed by the rising star of Virelia, someone said to be even more talented than Mister Elydor when it comes to inscribing!”

The stone they put out, I know very well; I inscribed it just a few days ago.

“The master inscriber’s identity is a secret, but the skill is real, as confirmed by the Craft guild multiple times. I do not dare to be able to say what the stone contains, but our experts told me that they have never seen anything like it, and the Craft guild master confirmed it as well. Simply, the ones that know understand how valuable it is, and the rest of us can only look at it with amazement!” he opens up both of his arms and lights spark off under the glass box, allowing the stone inside to be seen better.

“The starting price is three Eclipse Stones!”

I watch as the price climbs higher and higher. There are even a few Lynthari bidding and plenty of older men similar to the inscriber that is helping me.

At some point, they get outbid by Lynthari, so they group together and probably join their money to continue bidding.

“…once, twice, sold for 7 Eclipse Stones, one Sun Stone, and three Star Stones!”

The final amount is $7,800,000.

Easiest money of my life.

I bid on a few items from the top 10: a shield for Haddy, light armor for Maya, a lump of heavy and extremely conductive metal for Kim, a weird set of bracelets for the twins.

“Finally, the main course of tonight! A mid-epic item we have received from Storm Brigade, one of only 5 big guilds of Virelia!”

The tension can be felt in the air as they bring the weapon to the middle of the room, the glass box around it densely covered in inscriptions and housing a beautiful spear made from a single piece of metal-like material.

It’s as long as the man auctioning it and gray of color, with a blade inscribed with pale blue symbols. The weapon is beautiful yet deadly, and that also makes me wonder, is the Ethercrystal shortsword also a mid-epic item, or is it of low rarity?

“Starting price is ten Eclipse Stones!” the moment the auctioneer shouts that, I can hear people sigh, and bids come flying.

“Eleven Eclipse Stones from the lady in a red dress, twelve from a young man in a pink suit!”

The bids keep flying.

“Fifteen from a young Lynthari master with a beautiful gray tail!”

And climbing.

“Twenty Eclipse Stones from a Lynthari lady with pretty orange eyes!”

“We should be able to buy it, right?” Tess moves closer to me.

She is not even trying to hide the hint of greed in her eyes.

“Did Obelia let you check the spear before she put it into the auction?” I ask.

Tess nods, “It’s amazing, Nat. I want it.”

“No problem,” I tell her.

I’m rich.

“Thirty Eclipse Stones from a young man with beautiful eyes,” the auctioneer gets out of himself, and even the whispers stop, with dozens, hundreds of eyes turning to me.

“Thirty-one Eclipse Stones from a lynthari gentleman in a black suit!” he shouts again, getting another signal.

So I send one as well.

“Forty… FORTY Eclipse Stones from a crazy… from a handsome young man with pretty eyes!” he shouts.

I heard it, you asshole.

After that, there is nothing, just silence.

“Calling once, calling twice, calling thrice… sold to the rich young man!”

As if on cue, everyone starts talking, and I turn to Obelia, remembering that I bought it from her.

She is trying to hide it, but even I can see her surprised expression, and it’s so funny that I remember it. I can laugh at it a bit later.

When I check the card, we still have close to 100 Eclipse Stones on it, even when I count the ones from the sale of my mana stone.

How do I even spend it all?

 







 

The way back home is refreshing. It’s still dark outside, and I breathe in the colder night air as we slowly walk there. Most of the things we were unable to carry were already sent to our house with plenty of guards, and Hadwin went with them.

Me, Tess, and Lily just slowly walk. Tess is happily holding her spear, and the smile can’t disappear from her face.

Gravitas Javelin (epic):Crafted from a metal known for its ability to alter its mass, this spear can be as light as a feather or extremely heavy based on the wielder’s intent. Its dark gray surface is unmarked by battle, always appearing as pristine as when first forged.

That reminds me that we still didn’t decide what we will do with the epic bow we got from the Arcane Archer. Seeing how many epic items we have and remembering how some people from the community complain about how hard they are to get makes me feel cozy inside.

I wonder how difficult it is to get epic items on Hard difficulty and if it’s even possible on Easy and Normal. I will have to ask during the tournament.

“So now the tree?” Lily joins me, leaving Tess slightly behind us.

I nod, “Yes, the tree. In a few days, and we will be ready.”

“You still won’t change your mind? I would be helpful.”

“I told you before. We either kill it in one hit or bail; there will be no fighting, no healing,” I resolutely tell her, and she probably sees it and doesn’t try to change my mind.

The plan is simple, and only a few people will go. Me, Obelia to get us there, Myrra and her bodyguard, Hadwin, and a few of Obelia’s members that are good at enchanting or disrupting mana.

 







 

A few days pass. We split the items, we eat a few pieces of Archdeer meat, and as expected, Biscuit is extremely thankful and keeps letting me boop his nose without doing anything to fight them. 

He doesn’t even shout ‘Bitch’ every time someone mentions Obelia, nor use his creepy mana arms. 

We spend a few evenings eating pieces of Archdeer meat that Hadwin grills, cooks, or tries to smoke. Everyone seems to like it and they start liking it even more when they hear how much it cost.



They enjoy the company of each other. Something very different from the 1st Floor.

Izzy seems a bit off, different from before, now without her sister’s skill affecting her. She is a bit shy, but she didn’t change. It’s still the same Izzy we know, even though she’s a bit less brave at times.

I think Sophie might have removed or weakened some of the memories that could traumatize the little girl, but I can’t confirm it, nor do I want to stick my nose into this. It’s something the sisters both agreed on and did together, so it’s up to them.

At first, Sophie seemed worried that her sister might hate her, but the moment the little girl hugged her after a day of removing the [Geas], Sophie started smiling again and kept apologizing to her sister.

I also examined most of the items we got from the auction and stored most of them in the room under the house for further study in the future. 

The chest didn’t open even with a piece of weird heavy wood we got during the auction, but Min-Jae said he felt something with his skill, so I leave it up to him. I swear I will open this chest no matter what or destroy it in the process.



A bit later, in the room under our house, I finally decide to finish creating the Tree Obliterator 9000. 

The man named Cael, an older enchanter whom I met one night and who helped me with inscriptions, is here with me. He is here just to observe the process as promised, something he judged to be well worth the help he gave me.

I clear my mind and look at the items in front of me, I’ve gone over it multiple times and know how it should go, so I do not hesitate and consolidate my [Focus].

First, I take the Ethercrystal Shortsword and put it into a densely inscribed, mana conductive holder. The thing reminds me of the shaft of a spear and it connects to the sword by holding its handle. It fits perfectly, and when I activate the inscriptions we made, it almost seems as if it connects with the sword, holding it strongly.

I activate set after set of inscriptions, all of them in preparation for the next step and to work together with the epic weapon.

It takes hours and a lot of mana, but soon I’m ready and into the slot that we prepared, I put the Mana Core Sphere, my other epic item that can disrupt mana and leave a lasting disruptive attack.

The core perfectly fits in, and another set of inscriptions secures it inside.

So there it lies, a long shaft made of silver metal with its entire surface covered in inscriptions, and the epic sword as its blade. Near where the handle of the sword is imbued, there is also the Mana Core Sphere.

“Now, onto the hardest step,” Cael smiles, his eyes shining as he observes the process, careful not to interrupt me. 

Huh, I almost forgot he was here.

I shake my head and after a few deep breaths, I close my eyes, and [Infusion], [Redistribution], and [Mana Manipulation] all activate and I get to it.

It’s time to connect them and change the inscriptions on the epic items ever so slightly. For that, a lot of mana is required, so I force my skills into overdrive.

[Redistribution - lvl 38 > Redistribution - lvl 39]

[Infusion - lvl 13 > Infusion - lvl 14]

[Infusion - lvl 14 > Infusion - lvl 15]

When this step is done, I use [Resonance] to inscribe circuits into the handle of the sword, connecting all three parts in front of me together with a web of circuits.

The weapon, handle, and sphere, are all interwoven together, the shaft connecting two epic items and forcing them to work together.

[Resonance - lvl 31 > Resonance - lvl 32]

[Resonance - lvl 32 > Resonance - lvl 33]

I take a step back and give myself a moment to calm down and to get back to the real world. My mana has taken a noticeable bite into it, and I even used some from the reservoir, actually, quite a lot of it.

It means we will have to wait a few days longer before hunting the tree, just so it can be restored, and so I can create a few orbs, just in case. And fill batteries… yeah, I need to let Obelia and Myrra know.

Finally, I take a look at my creation.

Ethercore Javelin (epic):  Javelin that combines the Ethercrystal Shortsword and Mana Core Sphere, connected by an Arcanadium shaft intricately modified for enhanced mana flux. The Ethercrystal blade rapidly absorbs mana, funneling it into the Mana Core Sphere, which has been altered to continuously change the frequency of its emitted disruptive field, affecting a single target. These constant frequency shifts make the field unpredictable and highly effective against a wide range of magical defenses.

The weapon in front of me is the strongest epic item I’ve seen, surely upper epic without a speck of doubt.

I step back and let Cael examine the item. He looks just like a kid getting a new toy and doesn’t ask anything. Instead, being the craftsman he is, he wants first to examine it all by himself without asking questions.

Now then, I wonder how big the disruptive field will be with all the mana the tree possesses.

And I wonder what will happen when the weapon disrupts its mana flow and how much it will destabilize the integrity of the tree that surely uses some mana just to stop itself from crumbling due to its sheer size.

 







 

It takes a few days longer, but we are ready and standing in front of the array.

“So, for the last time,” I turn to the group in front of me, “We get there and everyone will use their disruptive skills to block our presence and other fields as well.”

That’s why I’m taking Hadwin with me.

“After that, we will get a bit further and set the circle where I can collect my mana and prepare the attack, all while you block it all so the tree can’t sense us. Meanwhile, Obelia and a few of her members will keep the array running so we can use it in case anything suspicious happens.”

Myrra is also quiet, but she and her bodyguard are both fully prepared. They have plenty of powerful items, and I have a suspicion that one or two might be epic. She will go there mostly as an observer, and the amount of trust she puts in my plan is almost scary.

She truly is a weirdo.

Well, the one facing the most danger will be me; if the tree senses me preparing my attack, it might defend itself or attack me as well while others use the array. That would be unfortunate.

“All ready,” Obelia says, and I nod.



We went over the plan over and over again and even practiced the formations so there is no need to hesitate anymore.

It will work.

After one more check, all of us step in. The air feels heavy, as well as my body. My heart is beating wildly, and I can hear the breathing of some members of this expedition. Shaking hands, nervous glances, squeezing hems of their cloaks, last checks, and attempts at carefully controlling their mana.

We are going against the Calamity, a being that years ago wiped out the old capital on its own before it got weakened.

The light flashes and the feeling of falling hits me but quickly disappears as we get transported though the array.

Immediately Obelia gives orders, “Quick, the fields.” She is whispering, even when she doesn’t have a reason to do so. 

I notice that her voice is shaking.

Multiple fields pop up around us, and I join in as we step outside. I carefully move my mana as we layer disruptive fields around us to avoid detection. We even avoid looking at the Tree as it could detect that.

It takes a few seconds and everything goes smoothly, just as we practiced, and I feel my confidence growing. 

Then it all comes crashing down when I hear Myrra, “Oh no,” she says, and her tail is frozen, not moving at all.

I break the rule we set and follow her gaze towards the old capital, and then I understand the tone of her voice.

Gradually, more of us notice, and eventually, everyone is staring towards the direction of the old capital.

The Calamity called the Living Tree is gone. 

Its colossal shadow doesn’t tower over the city anymore.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
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Have a nice weekend, and see you the next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

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

 

Please don’t kill me for the cliff. Here is a cute corgi gif:
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Chapter 241 - We were wrong


                “We are leaving, right now!” For the first time, I hear extreme urgency in Myrra’s voice, and she even snatches the item from Obelia’s hand, and uses it to charge and activate the array after throwing a few mana stones on the ground.

While they are preparing to leave, I send a pulse of [Perception] towards the city in a thin cone instead of a field that surrounds me.

I detect a few items all over the city, but the tree is gone. I can’t see as well as Tess, but there is a crater in its place, and the buildings around it aren’t destroyed.

It seems like the tree flew or teleported?

My eyes immediately turn to the sky, and a few more members of the expedition look at it as well, coming to the same conclusion. Skill after skill activates, trying to detect the tree, and Myrra even uses her mana to activate the array faster.

“Ready!” Myrra shouts, and all of us step back into the circle.

Looking at the capital one last time, we teleport and reappear back in the array near Virelia.

“Obelia, feral one, you are coming with me. We need to see the Matriarch, right now,” Myrra orders, and this time she doesn’t joke nor ask.

But this time I’m not even angry and am inclined to do as she says.

Unfortunately, there is something that won’t allow me to do that. Hundreds, thousands of monster signatures are all around Virelia, and some of them are even inside the city.

Ant signatures.

“How… HOW! They were weeks away!” one of Obelia’s guild members shouts.

“On me! We go to the Matriarch!” Myrra orders again, and when I do not move, she looks at me, “Feral one?”

“I need to check on my group first,” I tell her simply, my mana slowly radiating from my body, and kinetic energy collecting inside me.

Myrra hisses in annoyance and rushes towards the city without saying anything else, closely followed by Obelia.

“Be careful on your way back,” I tell Hadwin, and he nods in agreement.

Then, I use the kinetic energy I collected in an orb to push myself ahead with speed much faster than ever before. The nature around me turns into a blur, and the city becomes bigger and bigger, and I even pass by Myrra and Obelia. Yet I use more and more, I have a bad feeling that doesn’t want to subside, especially when I notice a horde of ants on the hill.

On the street where our house is.

[Focus]

When I get close, I find the house nearly destroyed, and members of our group are fighting much smaller ants than before. Barely as big as a horse, yet they are much faster, and the barrier resonating on their skin seems to disrupt mana attacks.

I land in the middle of what used to be our house and absorb the inertia of my fall, not even cracking the ground under my feet.

The first ant rushes me, and my kinetic energy changes frequency, rising to a high pitch, and the ant’s head explodes.

[You have defeated Weaver Ant - lvl 189]

The moment I do it, a link forms between the remaining ants, and when I use kinetic energy on another, the ant endures. All hundred or so remaining ants somehow shared the damage I caused, distributing it among all of them.

Instead of attacking again, I let [Regalia] form around my body to absorb its attacks. Then, I scan the area again, confirming what I noticed the moment I arrived.

Sophie, Dennis, and Aaron are not here. I can’t feel their presences no matter how far I reach. That can mean only two things. They are either dead or they are beyond the range of my detection.

The ant bites at me again, and I clench my teeth; [Redistribution] slows it to a crawl, not allowing it to move. Then, I reach for one of the orbs I prepared for the Living Tree and send kinetic energy towards the monster. It’s shared, so there is no damage, but I push more and more. The attack becomes stronger and stronger and the high-pitched noise becomes more audible.

The air seems to wave and twist, and a crack appears in the ant’s carapace.

One more push and all hundred or so ants explode into pieces.

[You have defeated Weaver Ant - lvl 173]

[You have defeated Weaver Ant - lvl 179]

[You have defeated Weaver Ant - lvl 199]

[Lvl 183 > Lvl 184]

[You have defeated Weaver Ant - lvl 161]

Ignoring the rest of the notifications, I check on Maya. She is fine, fighting two gravity ants, surrounded by her [Armament] and not seeming to have trouble with them.

Min-Jae fights too, his telekinesis moving around the chest we got from the Champion’s house and using its immense weight to smash the monsters, even increasing its weight with his [Gravity Well]. Biscuit is next to him, using his Tentacles to stop any ant that gets close.

On the other side, Lily shoots arrows made of [Disintegration], using the epic bow we got, and each attack obliterates the monster, no matter its level.

I boost myself and reach Tess and Isabella, who are fighting further away, surrounded by a dozen ants.

Isabella’s fire doesn’t seem to work on them, and I can feel that she is losing control, and getting frustrated by it, but there’s something else. Tears flow from her eyes and she seems scared and worried.

There is a [Storm Crown] over Tess’s head, and each of her attacks does terrifying damage to the monsters, her epic spear keeps hitting more of them, always perfectly timed to help everyone.

The city is burning, and I can hear screams from everywhere, but it’s weird too. There are too few ants; there should be tens, hundreds of thousands of them.

I quickly help Tess deal with the ants and glance at Izzy, who stops moving, and even more tears appear in her eyes.

Tess stops in front of me, “We were wrong, Nat, the ants never were after you or Virelia. They were after Sophie and the twins,” she explains quickly, “They attacked the moment you guys went to the Living Tree, just a few minutes ago.”

After dealing with their monsters, others join us too.

“Where did they take them?” I ask Tess.

“They used something like an array, I don’t know…” she lies.

The same as me, she must know that they probably took them back to the colony and whatever they plan to do is not nice.

I turn to Izzy to say something but then hesitate. What can I even tell her? Saving them seems impossible. We could be throwing our lives away if we went there.

“Nat, I want to save them,” Tess says simply from behind me.

She doesn’t hesitate. Her eyes are clear when I turn to her. She knows going into the middle of the Colony could mean death, yet she is willing to do so.

How? Why? She barely knows them. Not even a year. Isn’t her life more important?

Her voice becomes softer, “I’d rather do this than constantly regret not even trying to help them for the rest of my life.” The lightning stops flickering around her, and she takes a step closer. “I was always serious about all of us becoming friends and not even once did I lie. This is the decision I made.” She says, [Declaration] activating for a moment, making everyone feel her will.

I barely know them, Sophie did hurt me before, and the twins still dislike me, so why do I also want to help them? That’s so dumb.

With a sigh, I take a step towards Izzy, who is already sobbing, “Sophie used her skill on me, forced me to run away,” the little girl cries. “They wanted to take me too. I could feel it. They want us, people with skills like ours,” the air around her gradually heating up, and everyone else takes a step back, unable to endure the heat.

I start absorbing it and take another step towards her.

“She promised never to use her skill on me, yet she did. She said to find you and stay safe near you,” Isabella looks at me with cheeks wet from tears that immediately evaporate as she releases more heat.

“We will save them for sure,” I tell her.

“You’re lying. I can tell,” the little kid shakes her head, “I can tell that you still don’t like Sophie. You don’t hate her anymore, but you don’t like her because she did what she did.”

“Yes, I can’t help it,” I admit.

Her flames start to melt the ground we stand on, pushing others back. Brilliant blue flames make iron glow bright and melt the stones.

“Don’t come closer!” Isabella shouts, and her flames explode, pushing me back a bit before I absorb them and take another step toward her. Our eyes meet, “They want to do such terrible things to her, and I want to help, but I can’t! Sophie’s skill won’t allow me to follow her.”

Isabella expends more and more of her mana, trying to force me away. She is crying and still using her [Empathy] on me. She is scared and frustrated.

She is just a kid.

Before she hurts herself using too much mana, I take the last step and kneel in front of her so our eyes meet. Then, I stop absorbing her flames and strengthen my body a bit, circulating more heat inside to activate my passive healing.

Immediately, burns start appearing on my face and body.

Reading my feelings, she shouts shortly and her flames strengthen even more, burning my skin and revealing flesh underneath, “Don’t…” she whispers.

Then, I disable my [Focus] and let her feel everything I feel. All my fears, my anxiety, my past trauma, and feelings I like to push to the back of my mind, “I will help Sophie, Dennis, and Aaron. I myself don’t fully know why and would be unable to express it. So just feel it yourself,” I reach with my hand and touch her cheeks, still constantly burned by blue flames, “A simple answer would be that I consider you my friend, I think.” The small smile that appears on my face just comes up on its own, and I don’t even have to force it.

With a sob, all of her flames disappear, and she hugs me tightly, and I can feel her small body shake in my arms, “You won’t take me with you to save her,” Isabella sobs.

“No, I won’t.”

“You won’t do it in case she has be…”

“Yes,” I caress the back of her head, “But Izzy, check the Community, the number didn’t decrease, meaning she, Aaron, and Dennis are alive.”

I feel her body freeze, and the relief she must be feeling is clearly noticeable, “Do you promise you will save her?”

“I can’t do that. I don’t know what to expect, but Izzy, I will try. I will try really hard.”

The last sob sounds from her. “That’s enough.”

Then I send a weak pulse of [Resonance] to her head, making her pass out.

When I stand up with her in my arms, I feel my body screaming to move, to run, but I can’t. Any small mistake I make could mean their death.

I pass by a few people and stop in front of Biscuit, who looks at me from the ground.

This time, I’m serious and don’t use the normal tone I use with Biscuit. Right now, I talk to him like I would talk to anyone else from group 4, “Will you protect them while I’m gone?” Just a simple question.

Biscuit’s tail doesn’t swing at all, and the look in his eyes changes. The usual cheekiness is gone, and they are calm and firm.

Instead of answering me, mana starts radiating from him. The one that feels extremely disturbing, and his eyes gain a soft purple glow. Even his shadow on the ground grows until it’s dozens of times bigger. Biscuit is strong, stronger than he lets show, but even this is only a hint at his potential. The same as us, he also needs to grow.

(Friend?) he asks.

“Yes, I consider you a friend too,” I say to him.

(Friend,) he repeats and hovers into the air, his right front paw bumping my nose and I do the same.

With this, I turn around and put Izzy into Hadwin’s hands. The older man just arrived, and there is a surprised expression on his face, “They will explain everything to you,” I tell him, and then turn around, “Tess, Lily, will you join me?” I ask them to risk their lives, to go into the heart of the enemy forces.

“I would go even without you,” Tess says.

“I will help,” Lily nods.

Neither of them hesitates.

“Biscuit, Hadwin, Min-Jae, Maya, please take care of Izzy.” I pause. “There might be a traitor, so be careful. The Living Tree is gone, it disappeared, so expect anything.”

I quickly explain the rest of it to them and then put Lily on my back, push us high in the air, and boost us towards the middle of the city. Tess follows us in a similar fashion, lightning trailing her body.

            


Chapter 242 - Eris


                We reach the area with indestructible flooring, and most of the important people are already there. There are even a dozen lynthari wearing the same black armor, each of them level over 200. Unlike most of the lynthari we met until now, they are calm and serious.

“How is it, Myrra?” I catch her to the side.

“Oh, this? This is nothing. Even if a hundred times more ants attacked, we would be fine, feral one, and soon all of them will be dealt with. We just don’t know what the intention was. Whatever it is, this means war.” Myrra is also wearing beautiful armor that I immediately identify as epic equipment, most likely mid-grade.

It’s multiple pieces of armor that seem to be tailored for her, and she must have been wearing it under her clothes even as we went against the Living Tree.

“And the tree?”

“Soon, we will send scouts. They will use arrays all around the old capital and some that are even further, and try to find out where it is. Meanwhile, we did send more to all sides from Virelia, in case the calamity heads here.”

Her tail twitches, and even while talking to me, she listens to other people and lynthari talking around us.

“I will be leading our enforcers,” she gestures at the group of twelve lynthari warriors, all in black armor, “Obelia and Isola will be coming too, and even the other two members of the five guilds will send some elites while we keep some powers here. You are coming too?”

“Yes, me, Tess, and Lily.”

“I see, it’s good to have a healer with us. Thalen is too important, so he will stay in the city.”

“Nathaniel Gwyn, can I have a moment of your time?” I hear a soft voice next to me and when i look, the matriarch stands there.

No one else seems to be able to see her, no matter if lynthari or human.



Out of nowhere expression on Myrra´s face changes and she leaves in the middle of the sentence to talk to other humans, the other lynthari unknowingly form a circle with me and the matriarch in the middle, yet no one seems to see us or realize it.

“You knew why they were coming to Virela,” I immediately throw at her.

There is no smile on her face, but her canines show, “Why do you think so?”

“You are manipulating people and lynthari in the city, and you hid all mention of the possibility of mind manipulation; that’s why we didn’t find any information about it,” they are all suspicions I came to over weeks and months, “That’s why you’ve kept watch over us ever since we came. You and the ants both, for some reason, want people with abilities like yours.”

“You really are fun,” she smiles, and I don’t even notice how but she stands in front of me, her nails against my neck, moving over it and even drawing blood.

A smile climbs onto her face, “The Colony has [Hive Mind] while my skill is [Kin Control],” she tilts her head and creates another scratch on my neck, “They don’t enter my territory, and I don’t poke theirs. But you and your guild ruined it. That black-haired woman seems to have a really irresistible skill. I wanted to slowly examine it, but I underestimated how much the Colony wants it.”

I reach to grab her hand, but my hand passes through the air, and she stands a bit further away from me.

“You know, even though me and the Colony have skills that give us such immense power, we live in constant worry that someone with a stronger one will come, take over the network we’ve built, and destroy everyone connected to it.”

The ants never were after me; they sensed Sophie’s [Manipulation], the Twins’ [Connection], and Isabella’s [Empathy], all of them mind skills similar to theirs. They most likely went after Biscuit, and I still remember the huge number of ant corpses around him. Yet, he didn’t seem to be their priority, and neither did Isabella.

Not killing them means that they want to use them somehow, probably to deal with the Matriarch and have an advantage over her or straight up evolve [Hive Mind] to take over. The Matriarch probably wanted to do the same; she just didn’t expect the ants to get there without her noticing.

“You want to either kill or retrieve my group members.”

“Yes, leaving them with the Colony is too dangerous. But can you guess why I’m telling you all of it?”

“You are Eris, aren’t you?”

The matriarch’s smile broadens, her sharp canines coming into view.

“As expected from my underling,” Eris appears from the rift. She waves and smiles at me and then takes a step towards the Matriarch.

When they touch, a wave of mana covers their bodies, and the figure of the Matriarch grows while Eris disappears, leaving behind a lynthari taller than the Matriarch, taller even than Myrra.

She has the same red hair as the Matriarch and Eris, but instead of one tail, she has two fox-like ones.

“You did it all for fun, didn’t you?” I ask.

“Yes,” the voice now is a bit different than either of them, a skill that allowed the Matriarch to split her body into two. “You know, I really like humans. That’s why I made all these rules, that’s why other lynthari like to observe you as well, affected by me.”

She is now much stronger than before. Her mana is wild and dangerous, her body bears tremendous strength, and each of her movements feels like those of an apex predator. A strength fitting for someone leading the 4th Calamity, the lynthari race.

“Underling,” she says, a word sounding weird coming from her, “I kept this,” she shows me a toy I bought for her at the auction. “You still somewhat irritate me, but you are fun and kind in a weird way; you remind me of someone I used to know. It’s silly, but I like you treating me like a kid; it made me remember times when I was young. When nothing mattered, and I could just explore the world, laugh, and have fun. I miss that.”

She touches my shoulder, “Go and save your friends, and in so doing stop the Calamity from evolving.” Taking two steps back she looks at me questioningly.

“For me to do that, you will need to cancel your weird field, boss,” I tell her.

The shock on her face is quickly replaced by a smile, and she laughs shortly, “Make me proud, my dear underling,” the field that made others unaware of her crumbles, and she says one more word, unfitting her majestic appearance, “nya.”

 







 

Obelia leads, closely followed by Isola and a few more elites from the big guilds. A bit further, Myrra runs with twelve enforcers, and behind them, our small group of three.

We are heading towards the old mines, and the array that leads to the heart of the colony, the lab where the Calamity was created to serve as a bioweapon during the war.

This floor is called Waning Realm, meaning a realm that used to be powerful, and now is just a shadow of its glorious self; a realm defeated by the invading lynthari, and in the war, both sides suffered terrible losses.

Dead Absolutes and Champions, destroyed cities, and terrible Calamities used for the war.

No matter how we look at it, the lynthari are invaders here, yet can they be blamed when the current generation has no idea, when only Eris, the Matriarch, knows about it?

It’s for other people to deal with, for me, it doesn’t matter, and I’m not a person to decide. And to be honest, I don’t care. Right now, I just want my group members back, to fulfill the promise I gave to Izzy, and to save them. 

It doesn’t take much longer, and we reach the mines and, moving as quickly as possible, we reach the door and then the room with the array.

Obelia and a few of her guild members quickly get to work activating it, and I observe our group.

A hundred or so lynthari and people. One of the strongest from Virelia, and the array even has to be changed a bit to transport everyone.

A few lynthari work with Obelia, using some items that even Obelia looks at with surprise.

I watch them work and wonder if that will be enough. Even though this is probably what Eris has wanted to do ever since we found the array and where it leads. A quick and deadly force of elites sent to deal with the core of the Colony. A queen, a strong ant that leads them all. Whatever it is.

There must be someone like Eris, an ant that similarly controls the Colony through [Hive Mind], an ant that got terrified by Sophie’s [Manipulation], most likely, and now wants to use it to strengthen itself.

I turn to Tess, “Try to calm down; your mana is seeping out.”

Her expression is proof of her worry and impatience. I’m sure she’s constantly checking the number of members of our group in the Community, hoping it doesn’t go down.

Instead of answering me, she nods and clenches her teeth, and I can see her mana slowly calming down.

So, I check the gear I have with me. My newest epic weapon, the Tree Obliterator 9000, may not be very useful there, since it’s designed to be effective against a single, large target, and will take some time to activate. I also have a few mana batteries, the one I got from the Arcane Archer included, and some upper-grade rare armor I got from the auction. An orb filled with thermal energy floats near me, and I continue to fill it with more. My mana is full; my reservoir is full.

Tess’s [Storm Crown] is also floating over her head, and she keeps storing Primordial lightning inside it. She has two epic items on her, the Abyssal Anchor and the spear we just bought not long ago.

Lily also has an epic bow with her, the one we got from the Arcane Archer, and multiple pieces of mid or upper-grade rare equipment.

As I try to move Lily approaches me and puts her hand on mine, “Nathaniel,” she says and she slips the crown into my hand. The one we got from the 3rd floor.

Crown of Eternal Vigilance (Epic): This finely crafted crown used to be seamlessly linked to the Saint, but now bears an imperfect connection to a novice healer, enabling the wearer to receive healing powers from them.

After examining it I look at her. “Just in case,” her eyes are determined.

“Miss Myrra, we are ready,” Obelia stands up from the array and, taking a few steps, she hands an item used to activate it to Myrra. “They might detect us the moment we pass through, so we should immediately shield ourselves so they can’t do so accurately.”

“Obelia, do you know why we haven’t dealt with the Colony as of yet?” Myrra asks instead, putting the item away and fixing her armor.

Twelve lynthari elites, the enforcers, surround her, doing the same, and dozens of skills activate, strengthening their bodies, and making their mana flow.

Every one of them is much more dangerous than Elydor, either at or way over Isola’s level of strength, not only in pure level but just sheer amount of experience and control over their skills.

After Obelia shakes her head, Myrra continues, “The Colony and even their leader aren’t that strong or high-leveled. Their advantage is the insane numbers and cooperation they have through [Hive Mind]. Not even once were we able to push deep enough into their territory to be able to deal with their leadership, but now? We will enter the heart of their territory, we will do what we have to do and then we will use this,” she shows us a small sphere of brilliant blue light.

She continues, “This is a return sphere made by the Matriarch herself. It’s only one way and it will create a rift to take us to the place the sphere was created, to Virelia.”

Myrra puts the sphere under her armor, “We have one hour before the sphere dissipates under the spatial defenses the Colony set up, so keep that in mind.”

Enforcers step into the expanded circle, all sorts of effects sizzling across their skin, tails moving calmly, and ears perked up. Tall with great equipment just a step away from epic, they look imposing.

“One hour should be enough to have some fun,” Isola steps inside the circle as well, seemingly not intimidated by the lynthari. Tattoo-like circuits appear across her skin and start shining.

“Let’s not waste more time,” I too step in, closely followed by Tess and Lily.

Following suit, the rest of our group falls in, and Myrra’s eyes meet mine.

Then the array activates, and with the sensation of falling, the scenery around us changes.

            


Chapter 243 - Obstacles


                Using [Perception] in the darkness that surrounds us, I find us inside a single half-sphere-like shaped room.

That’s when a few of the enforcers join their skills together and create some sort of domain that doesn’t allow me to perceive further nor any mana to pass inside.

Myrra also sends something towards the edge of the domain and continues to carefully examine something, “I feel no skill trying to pass through the silencing field, we should be fine for now.”

Multiple skills and items light up the area.

Everything inside the room is broken, with pillars made of crystal-like white stone, flooring made of polished white wood-like material, things that used to be tables and multiple pieces of furniture.

There isn’t even a hint of mana inside the room, and most of all, it reminds me of some kind of research laboratory, even though it’s all covered in dust, rotting, and unusable.

“Locate the source,” Myrra orders, and with a bow, two enforcers start scanning the room, “Take these stones; they will point you towards where I and the return sphere are. The less time you have, the weaker glow they will emit,” Myrra hands a small mana stone to everyone in the group.

Unlike what I’m used to, she is serious, and there is a hint of dignity to her.

I wonder what her being a Champion candidate means, how she compares to Eris, the Lynthari Matriarch?

“Myrra, the ants took away a few of my guild members. Getting them back is my priority,” after creating a field around us, I tell her.

Intrigue shines in her eyes, and she nods slowly, “I smell her on you. Did you talk with the old woman?”

“I guess you mean the Matriarch?”

“Obviously, feral one,”

I nod, “She knows about it.”

“Then it’s fine,” Myrra leaves my field and joins the enforcers.

Now it’s nearly confirmed that even she doesn’t know about the Matriarch being two beings at the same time. Before she complained about the Matriarch’s granddaughter. Or maybe she knows and pretends not to. Who knows.

With a soft hum, the white crystal pillars around the room start emitting a gentle light.

The ceiling also changes a bit, generating flickering light for a few seconds before it turns on. On the floor, mana circuits also appear, creating circles around some places that now contain only broken apparatuses.

One of the enforcers most likely located what Myrra called the source, and it seems to be a weird stone imbued in one of the pillars. He sends more mana inside and then does something that turns the walls of the entire room transparent, allowing us to see outside.

The web of tunnels big enough for three bus-sized ants to pass through are all around us, the walls covered in colorful mushroom-like stuff, some of them even glowing softly.

Then there are ants, crawling through the tunnels at dizzying speeds, often on the ceiling or on the walls.

There are many more variants than I ever met. Smaller ones with giant jaws. Bigger ones with shiny carapaces and thin legs, extremely quick and smaller ants. There are even much smaller ones that climb on the bodies of bigger ants and get carried around.

“Being covert doesn’t seem to be an option, seeing how many of them are here,” Obelia says.

“Doesn’t that make it better?” Isola giggles, “It’s been long since I fought them.”

“We should first locate the queen or whatever leads them,” I say and take a step towards a suspicious group of circuits on the floor.

I send my mana towards them, and nothing happens.

“Nice catch, feral one,” Myrra says as she passes by me. “But this is safeguarded, and only lynthari can use it,” she then sends her mana to it.

The ceiling starts flickering again, and thousands of dots appear on it, dots of three colors.

Red for ants.

Green for lynthari.

Blue for human.

There is a big group of blue dots, and then there is a smaller one. Three blue dots surrounded by hundreds of red dots, some of them even bigger than the ones before.

The map on the ceiling then changes, something akin to zooming out, revealing thousands more dots.

It zooms out again. Tens of thousands more dots.

Again. Hundreds of thousands more red dots.

At this point, no one is talking.

“Seems about right,” Isola mumbles, “fuck.”

“They detected us,” Myrra says simply, and the map zooms in one more time.

Thousands of dots are already moving towards us.

“Feral one, you are on your own,” Myrra turns to me. “I wish you luck.”

“Thanks, take care of yourself too,” I answer her.

There are two places of interest on the map. The one with a few big red dots and three blue dots where I plan to go. One more with the biggest red dot where Myrra plans to go. Both of the places are far away from each other.

We watch as the ants surround the sphere-like room we are in. Hundreds, thousands of bus-sized or other ants climbing all across the wall, attacking, yet unable to get inside.

“The moment we exit, we will be unable to get back inside of the room,” Myrra says the last thing and activates some sort of array.

That makes the walls around us flicker, and she and her group pass through it as if it’s not there, even though the ants are unable to enter.

Me, Tess, and Lily do the same and immediately find ourselves surrounded by monsters.

“Save your mana for now,” I say simply, and flames burst in front of me, setting the mushrooms and ants ablaze.

[You have defeated Worker Ant - lvl 56]

[You have defeated Worker Ant - lvl 50]

[You have defeated Worker Ant - lvl 75]

[You have defeated Worker Ant - lvl 101]

The ants around us are weaker than the ones I fought before, the stronger variants not here yet.

As the mushrooms start catching ablaze with more of my help, some of the ants even start running away while we continue to run towards where we saw three blue dots.

The entire time, I’m absorbing the heat from the fire I set, so even Tess and Lily are fairly comfortable.

Crawling with surprising speed, a dozen ants move across the ceiling, jumping down at us only for me to absorb their kinetic energy, their falling speed visibly slowing.

Before they even reach us, I use that absorbed energy to pierce holes through the heads of half of them and create a few more javelins to kill the remaining ones.

I use only as much mana as I need to kill the ants, never more. I observe their strength and adapt the output accordingly.

A few minutes in, another type of ant appears, the one with a bigger head and mandibles that open 180 degrees wide.

The ant is only as tall as me, yet feels much more threatening than some much bigger ones.

[Trapjaw Ant - lvl 203]

“Be careful,” I say, and that’s when the ant disappears, cracked ground left behind him.

He moves with a speed I’m almost unable to track and stops in front of me, his jaws shutting down, the sound of them piercing the air audible.

I started pushing myself back with a blast of kinetic energy even before he reached me, and now I watch as his jaws snap shut with thundering noise, the air vibrating.

Then the ant disappears again, standing back at the place where he appeared. Slowly his mandibles open to 180 degrees again. There is no mana radiating from the ant other than from his mandibles. What he just showed was done only with the sheer strength and speed of its body.

Before he can dash again, I shoot a dozen mana orbs at him that he swiftly dodges, and only then the ground under his legs cracks and he disappears.

[Redistribution] activates at full power as this time he passes by me and goes after Tess.

His movements are too quick and the strength behind them too immense, so the skill slows him down only a little, but Tess already expects him, lightning crackling around her. She jumps up in the air as the trapjaw ant’s mandibles shut with a scary noise and immediately stabs with a spear she holds in her hand.

The ant avoids it, moving back to the place where he started. There he stops and his mouth starts opening again, preparing for another dash. That’s when I activate an anchor I left there, and through the [Tether] I send a strong blast of kinetic energy there that explodes near the middle of his body, cutting him in half.

Yet the ant doesn’t hesitate and dashes again, just half of the body with head and jaw, dashing using three legs only.

He is much slower than before, and before he reaches me, a javelin pierces his head, killing him, and his body slides to my feet with all the inertia it possesses.

[You have defeated Trapjaw ant - lvl 203]

My domain activates and as we continue and meet other Trapjaw ants, I immediately place an anchor near them, the ants unable to perceive it. Before they even charge, I send an attack through it, most of the time killing them before they even charge us.

Slowly, more of them start appearing, some of them even a bit bigger than us.

Lily and Tess already fight on their own, Lily somewhat awkwardly using a bow and shooting gray arrows made of a tiny bit of her mana. The arrows are deadly, piercing through anything they hit, and Lily mostly aims at bigger ants I slow down with my skills.

Tess quickly moves around, defending Lily when needed and killing smaller and quicker ants with her javelins that constantly float around her.

The closer we get to where the map leads, the more ants appear and the stronger the variations, and I have to spend more mana to counter their attacks.

Gravity ants try to slow us down, Flame Legion ants start fighting against the fire I set up, Sentinel ants with glowing symbols on their carapaces fight always in pairs.

Yet it’s not a problem for me. I saw most of these variations and since then my skills and stats have improved a lot. I have an evolved Primary class now, I have two epic passives, and I’m determined to fulfill my promise.

At some point, I let my heart beat loudly and my mana flow through my body.

The compressed thermal energy turns into golden flames that fill the tunnels and melt everything they come in contact with. The mushrooms, the Flame legion ants, all without exception, fueled by my mana.

Through the flames, we walk, not affected by them at all as I absorb all the heat and store it in the orbs that continue to float around me and follow us.

Getting closer to our destination, I absorb the heat and flames around me, which both almost instantly disappear. Instead, waves of kinetic energy fill the tunnel, throwing the ants against the walls, piercing their bodies, and exploding the ants in their entirety. Up until another rare variation appears.

His mana fills the tunnel and pushes against mine while I feel some weird web made of mana around him. His domain negates mine, and he destroys my anchors. The javelins I throw at him he disrupts and shoots a similar one at me immediately that I also disrupt.

I push more mana into my skills and more javelins fly at him, all of them on the brink of turning into white shining bombs. Yet he pushes out even more mana, tearing them apart into small motes.

The ant in front of us is small, barely reaching my waist. Its antennae are glowing in pale blue color and the entirety of its carapace is covered in circuits and inscriptions. His eyes are the same as those of the other ants, emotionless, black, and eerily alien-looking.

Then his smaller mandibles, which seem soft, open and close a few times. His legs burrow deep into the ground.

Right after, the mana that radiates from him feels impossibly strong, palpable in the air, and his body, unable to contain it all, starts breaking apart and immediately healing. Yet with every heal, a few symbols from his carapace disappear.

The ant is getting the mana from the other ants, hundreds or thousands of ants sending it towards this one that is unable to endure it all and will die the moment all healing inscriptions are used up.

But for these few moments, the ant in front of us is terrifyingly strong.

[Mana Channeler Ant - lvl ??]

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey hey, a shout-out to a fellow author. This time it’s for an Amazon release. You might remember the story from RR and you can check the revised and edited version of the book on KU. 

As always, read the synopsis, and if it sounds like something you would enjoy, well, you know what to do!




Transcending Dreams: A LitRPG Cultivation Adventure
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Monsters, both human and beast, surrounded him. He needed power to survive this new world… but he arrived as a mortal.



One moment William was at work. The next, he was captured by lunatics.



He had never believed in the fantastical, but he had no choice after finding himself in another world surrounded by demonic cultivators trying to extract his soul. If he couldn’t find an escape, his journey would end just as abruptly as it started.



William was inches from death when a benevolent cultivator saved him from that fate. Seeing his pitiful state, the cultivator decided to give him an opportunity in the form of a tool: A system to guide him on the path of cultivation.



William would use it to claw his way to the peak of the cultivation world.




                



Chapter 244 - Crown


                “We don’t have time for this,” Tess says, releasing a bit more lightning from her crown, and Lily uses more mana to create a gray arrow.

“This will be quick,” I say. I’ve long since thought about how I would fight myself or deal with someone with mana similar to mine.

The javelin that I have created, boosted by kinetic energy, absorbs the mana trying to slow it down and lodges into the Mana Channeler ant after breaking the barrier he creates. 

However, as expected, before the effect of the Sphere imbued in the weapon activates, the ant pushes it out of its body and quickly regains control over his mana, the weapon not affecting him fully. This weapon is made for a different kind of enemy.

[Regalia] forms around my body, and I infuse it with [Resonance], the armor turning transparent blue. Then I redirect most of my mana into the Reinforcement construct and dash at the ant.

He shoots dozens of mana javelins similar to mine at me, each of them as thick as my arm and twice as long as my height.

Yet the moment they touch the armor, they are disrupted, like snow melting before a red hot iron.

The ant creates something reminiscent of a chain that tries to coil around me and hold me in place, yet it too is disrupted, unable to take hold of me.

Next, he tries to disrupt the armor around my body. I wait until he is almost successful before changing frequency, so he has to start over. Whenever his attempts come close, I repeat it.

A barrier forms in front of me, filled with an immense amount of mana and dark blue to the point where I can’t see through it.

[Perception] activates, and I detect its frequency, applying it to my armor and passing through as if it’s not there.

An immense amount of my mana is being sucked up by [Regalia] and [Resonance], yet I continue using my skills to fight this ant as a huge number of other ants continue feeding him mana. I watch as his body crumbles under the pressure, constantly healed by healing inscriptions, only half of them remaining.

The ant doesn’t seem to be capable of more than just channeling mana. This variant is either imperfect and incapable of using more skills or too young and inexperienced to fully utilize all that power.

An arrow passes by me, and I feel the hair on my body stand up as I get goosebumps.

The gray arrow made of [Disintegration] quickly reaches the ant, and the monster, recognizing the danger, dodges to the side, while in haste creating barriers in front of him.

Then, judging it insufficient, more barriers start forming, and a good dozen of them one after the other face the arrow as it starts breaking through them. Each barrier pierced has a slowly widening hole in it, slowly increasing in size, as it’s eaten by the grayish mana.

I send a pulse of disruptive mana toward the barriers, weakening them further, and the gray arrow hits the wall, eating away at the wall and leaving uneven holes in it as the skill disintegrates everything it comes in contact with.

That’s also when I reach the ant and it creates some sort of mana shockwave that cracks the wall, causes stones to fall from the ceiling , and totally obliterates any mushrooms on the wall.

But nothing happens to me, and I push through the javelin I’ve created absorbing the mana as the blade turns blue.

Then the amount of mana the ant is getting increases even further, most of his legs exploding and parts of his body crumbling, twisting. All the symbols on its carapace shine bright, and the next attack that hits me disrupts my armor, while the spear in my hand absorbs even more mana.

The Mana Channeler’s body starts glowing bright white, the monster sacrificing itself to turn his body into a bomb, using all the mana that’s ruined him.

For a short moment, I observe as his compressed mana fills each part of his remains. 

Then I have a feeling that our eyes meet and behind his eyes I feel a different presence, The presence of someone much stronger.

The ant clacks its mandibles one last time before his head also crumples.

I redirect all of my mana towards Mantle and then activate [Tether], teleporting towards the anchor I left some distance away from Tess.

Then I divert a lot of my body’s mana into the barriers I form in front of us, each of them shattering one after another, unable to resist the explosion of immense mana compressed in the tight space of the tunnels.

I slowly breathe out and form a mana orb over the palm of my hand.

[Focus].

The orb continues to shrink, to [Focus] to a smaller point until its color changes to pitch black with a few dots of light inside of it. The orb itself is as big as my pinkie fingernail, yet it immediately starts to dominate all the mana around it. Even that is enough to put immense strain on my body, even with my epic passive. No matter how good this epic passive is it can’t compare to the instant regeneration of the Saint.

Not hesitating, I throw the orb in front of us and create a barrier behind it that I infuse with disrupting mana.

Then I watch as for the next few seconds the orb absorbs and compresses all the mana from the explosion that fills the tunnel. The size of the orb isn’t changing, yet the thing starts feeling more and more dangerous.

My barrier barely takes any damage as the orb stops most of the suicidal attack and devours the mana, and when it’s gone, it starts slowly trying to absorb mine.

It just floats in the air eerily at the place where I threw it, already out of my control, and when I send my mana toward it or create a domain around it, it doesn’t react. 

“They are trying to slow us down, throwing one ant after another at us,” Tess says, while her eyes stay glued on the black orb floating in the air in front of us.

“We are close, so let’s push for a bit more,” I start walking again, avoiding the orb that just floats there and tries to suck in my mana.

For a moment, I try to control it, but as before, it requires a huge amount of mana to use, and right now I’m not in a situation where I can risk a lot of my mana for untested weapons. So, I just leave it behind. It should crumble soon when there isn’t enough mana around to sustain it, and just in case, I leave an anchor near it.

As we continue, I keep setting mushrooms ablaze, leaving burning tunnels in our wake that the ants have to deal with instead of focusing on us. Because of that, we constantly push to avoid the fire and smoke that are behind us.

At some point, Tess takes Lily onto her back, and we run faster, pushing away weaker ants while taking a bit longer to kill stronger ones. Once in a while, I check the stone Myrra left with me—the light is weaker than before, showing that our time is slowly running out and soon we won’t be able to return.

I activate an anchor and teleport behind one of the ants, cutting deep into it with a resonating blade. Then I twist my body to avoid the compressed shockwave another ant sends at me, and a thermal orb explodes in their midst, only to be immediately absorbed.

More and more ants with anti-fire skills start appearing. Them and others that can disrupt mana or endure my blasts of kinetic energy.

No matter how many of them we kill, they keep coming, always quiet, communicating without sound, and they do not hesitate to put their lives down for the Colony just to slow us down a little or to learn more about our skills as they immediately attempt to counter them.

As always, the Colony is quick to come up with a tailored counter-offense, and some variants seem to have been created or worked on ever since the start of the 4th floor. The ants have amazing coordination, and down in the tunnels, they are more in sync, attacking us from all sides, some even passing through walls and trying to surprise us while some other variants try to mess with our senses.

They even try to counter Lily’s [Disintegration] by creating a weird barrier that is made of a similar gray mana to our healer’s, yet Lily tears through it as if it’s nothing. No matter what barrier they create, no matter what variant they get, I just need to slow them down a bit, hold them in place, and Lily shoots them with arrows made of [Disintegration], further strengthened by the epic bow she holds.

Her accuracy is terrible, but she is not even using much mana, and bigger ants just die.

That makes the monsters focus on her more and more, but then they find Tess.

A lightning crown floats over her head like some sort of halo, her blonde hair seemingly glowing; she continues to fight, surrounded by lightning that seems alive, and a dozen javelins and an epic spear that attack and defend.

When she gets hurt, Lily just touches her slightly, sending a burst of healing into her that allows Tess to continue fighting.

The epic spear she uses can change its weight, and Tess doesn’t hold it; she moves it like one of her javelins and increases its weight before shooting it, and the spear with incredible weight behind it continues to break barriers and pierce monsters.

Gradually, the tunnels change; there are fewer mushrooms on the walls, and they start becoming smoother to the point they feel more man-made, some of them even have perfectly square and flat walls.

The iron-like material they are made of seems to resist the heat, and even my golden flames are unable to melt it, and my attacks don’t leave holes in it.

As if on cue, we slow our speed, and sending a scan in front of us, I detect the three mana signatures I know so well, surrounded by four monsters, each of them stronger than those we’ve met up until now. Signatures that shine brightly in comparison to the rest of the Colony.

During the last sprint, without being hindered, we enter the spherical room, like the one the array was in.

I ignore the details of the room and instead, my eyes find three members of group 4.

[Focus]

Each of them missing their legs.

[Focus]

Each of them unconscious, fleshy vines touching their bodies, some of them even burrowed inside their limbs.

[Focus]

Each of them is barely alive, hearts palpitating; their faces show signs of intense pain.

[Focus]

[Focus - lvl 40 > Focus - lvl 41]

I move my mana and stop Tess and Lily from jumping inside and ignore their screams and the tears in the eyes of our healer. Even Tess has an expression I had yet to see on her face.

Calmly, I examine the rest of the room, the monsters inside, exits, and the timer Myrra left us.

My mana crashes inside the room, and when the ants try to push against it, I reach inside the reservoir and mana batteries I have on me, obliterating their coordinated attempt to do so.

“Not one of you will leave this room alive,” Tess Declares, her voice bearing a deep undertone of the skill she possesses.

There are only four ants, all the others left.

[Rift Shifter Ant - lvl ??]

[Inferno Brawler Ant - lvl ??]

[Arcane Juggernaut Ant - lvl ??]

[Ability Leech Ant - lvl ??]

Ability Leech Ant stays near our group members, barely bigger than Biscuit, and I can feel waves of mana from him, a skill similar to Sophie’s web.

Other ants jump down from the walls, and the first one to step in front of us is the Arcane Juggernaut, the biggest ant I’ve seen so far, most likely twice as tall as the other bus-sized ants and with a carapace heavily armored and surrounded by a body-tight barrier that is so similar to the beast from Beyond.

Before I even move, the thermal orb I was creating dwindles and disappears, while all the heat within the room disappears with it. The work of the Inferno Brawler that stole all the heat and made it its own, flames creating a circle that spins above him.

Sophie twitches and a painful groan escapes her mouth, one of her eyes opens, and the little veins all over it burst. She tries to use her mana, but one of the fleshy things twitches, and she screams in pain.

“Nat,” Lily calls up to me and I follow her gaze.

She is looking at the crown tied to my belt. Her expression is the same one she had when she sacrificed all of her limbs to destroy the Saint.

I see. So it will be. 

I take the crown and put it on my head. The crown is not perfect and doesn’t seem to work immediately, but I know what to do.

[Resonance] activates, and I connect to the crown in a manner like Lissandra used to connect to the Saint’s healing aura and restore her body.

[Resonance - lvl 33 > Resonance - lvl 34]

And then gently, Lily’s warm mana flows into me, a feeling akin to that of the Saint at the end of the third floor.

“Fuck them up,” the petite healer pushes through her clenched teeth.

I reach into my mana reservoir, and my [Mana Domain] encompasses the entire room and I place a dozen anchors all around.

            


Chapter 245 - A promise made


                POV Tess Hansen

Have I ever been this angry in my life? Have I ever hated another being this much? If Nathaniel hadn’t stopped me, I would already be in the middle of the room, fighting those four ants and probably risking the lives of my three precious friends in the process. The lives of my comrades.

Can I trust you to save them? I want to ask, but our eyes meet for a second and I know I don’t have to.

Right now, Nathaniel wears an expression I had yet to see on his otherwise emotionless face. 

“Fuck them up,” Lily spits out, and his mana crashes in waves inside the room.

Nathaniel disappears, teleporting, and reappears on top of the biggest ant, the Arcane Juggernaut. Mana radiates from Nathaniel in a torrent that I’m sure would tear my body apart, and armor manifests around him, armor that continues growing until Nathaniel is three times taller and surrounded by all that mana condensed into the form of the armor.

A few fire-based attacks crash against it, followed by some invisible ones that leave deep gouges in the ground behind him. He just shrugs off any that land and stays on top of the comparatively slow, yet from the look of it, extremely durable ant.

Lily groans, falling to her knees, and a few of her fingers disappear as she continues to stare at the crown on top of his head.

Then more mana radiates from him, the armor turning dark blue and speeding up its movement. The hands of the armor become bigger, and he grabs the head of the ant he’s mounted as it tries to shake him off.

With sheer shock, I watch as he tears the head off an ant, twice the size of a bus. The barriers around the ant just vanish the moment Nathaniel’s armor touches them. The Juggernaut’s body isn’t able to endure, and the head just comes off.

Nat throws it at the Inferno ant who summons a wall of flame in response, turning the head to dust in the blink of an eye.

The massive body of the dead Juggernaut ant falls to the ground and I notice that Lily barely has any mana left as Nat continues to bleed from the wounds he’s sustained all over his body.

Lily’s left leg disappears and I feel movement behind us.

[Storm Crown] activates and my lightning surrounds us, clashing against a few attacks directed at us.

Then one of Nathaniel’s anchors activates nearby and his disrupting mana hits the Rift Shifter ant before he can disappear.

Immediately I boost my javelins as much as possible and a few of them strike its body, sending lightning coursing through it.

The ant tries to create another rift, but another anchor near him explodes, Nathaniel’s kinetic energy destroying a few of the ant’s legs and that’s when I increase the weight of my spear as much as possible until it gets hard to move.

The spear pierces the ant’s carapace, the sheer momentum behind it allowing it to do so, but the ant disappears again, appearing near Lily.

Before it touches her, a few gray threads spin around her and pass through the ant’s body while another of her legs disappears. For a moment the ant looks almost confused and then his body falls into two pieces that continue to move.

My javelins stab through it while I push against it with my [Psychokinesis] at full power.

It uses another rift-like attack that crashes against my lightning, forcing me to use more of my mana until they cancel out each other and my spear finishes it off.

When I look up, Nathaniel floats in the air, standing against two remaining ants. He has no wings and uses no mana, lightning, or anything. He just floats there and I can’t feel anything. It’s almost eerie.

A small ant jumps on the Inferno ant’s back and golden flames burst forth from them at the same time as it feels like they are sucking the heat from the room.

Just an arm’s reach in front of Nathaniel they stop, like there is some invisible barrier, and I hear a sound that reminds me of a heartbeat.

One heartbeat later I feel an immense amount of mana radiate from Nathaniel.

The second heartbeat and some of the flames move and swirl around Nathaniel as he takes them under his control.

Third heartbeat and Nathaniel’s legs twist and break as if under immense pressure.

Fourth heartbeat and Lily’s right hand disappears. I grab her and hold her against my chest.

Nathaniel’s face is calm and I can see that he is careful to not allow any of this to touch our friends. Roaring like a terrifying animal, the flames around Nathaniel burst forth, extremely concentrated.

There is no heat filling the room, his thermal energy just becomes more concentrated, focused into a single beam as thin as my finger at speeds impossible to track. It strikes the Inferno Ant in the middle of its body and then moves diagonally, cutting him in half like some sort of laser.

The small Ability Leech Ant tries to run, but Nathaniel does something, and the ant freezes in the air, unable to move.

“No… don’t kill him,” someone says, and it takes me a few moments to realize it’s Sophie.

 



 

I stop right before killing the small ant and turn to Sophie.

After I create several threads of dark blue mana to bind the ant, I place an anchor near it through which I constantly channel disrupting mana. Then, I float towards her.

“Get me out,” she hisses through clenched teeth, and I tear the things from her and the twins while creating mana arms to gently bring them down.

My body burns and hurts, and I’m barely able to keep myself from fainting, but I take off the crown to save Lily’s mana.

“They wanted to get my [Manipulation] and the twins’ [Connection] to improve their [Hive Mind],” she explains.

“Just rest for now, we will take care of the rest. Izzy and others are safe,” I tell her before she asks.

For a moment, she closes her eyes, tears appearing and flowing down her cheeks, “I’m so glad.”

She opens them right after, “You won’t be able to escape,” she says, “the First One, the first ant the lynthari Champion created, knew that you would be coming and he’s already trapped others. He and most of the colony are creating a barrier around us so that you can’t return through the rift.”

I watch as Lily sacrifices three of her fingers to slightly heal Sophie, Aaron, and Dennis, and I don’t stop her. She is still unable to sacrifice items, unfortunately.

“We will find a way out,” I tell Sophie.

She shakes her head, “They know about most of your skills, you won’t be able to break the barrier, especially if the First One intervenes.”

I don’t like it; it’s almost as if she underestimates me. Sure, my body hurts, my mana is low, and they know my skills, but that doesn’t mean they can stop me.

“I will help, so please, Nathaniel, take care of Izzy in case it goes to shit,” the smile that appears on her face is sad.

Then, before I can do anything, her [Manipulation] activates, and she uses the twins’ [Connection] to connect to the Ability Leech Ant and then to the entire colony.

The little ant starts flailing and twitching, and I stop Tess from killing it, “You will hurt Sophie if you touch it,” I warn her, decoding the web Sophie starts creating. I can’t even disrupt it for fear of hurting her, nor can I observe it any closer.

Instead, I expand the range of my [Perception], and then for the first time, I see the sheer terror her [Manipulation] can cause, and understand why the Colony and the matriarch are so scared of her.

Sophie connects to and manipulates the ants’ [Hive Mind], and in the process, she takes over the ants in it, fighting the First One for control while it’s busy with Myrra and others.

Like a virus, her influence spreads, and the ants closest to us stop moving, and slowly, further ones too. Soon, I’m unable to feel how far it reaches because of my limited [Perception]. Her subclass greed must somehow help her because otherwise, I can’t imagine how she can do it with as little mana as she has.

The ants start moving again, jumping against each other, mandibles clacking, and skills activating as the members of the colony fight each other in silence.

“So fucking dumb,” Lily groans, and the remainder of her fingers disappear, as well as a piece of her arm, and Sophie’s face becomes a bit less pale.

“We are leaving,” I pick up the twins and Sophie with my mana arms. As the leader, ignoring the way we came, I take a different path, reluctant to meet the black mana orb again. I move the little ant as well.

I continue to use [Perception] and track the mana stone Myrra left for me, and we pass through the tunnels. None of the ants notice us, all of them too busy murdering each other. Members of the Colony, whose immense power came from cooperation, are tearing each other’s legs off and biting their heads.

All because of Sophie’s skill.

Rushing through, we finally reach the tunnels near the room we started in, and there we find Myrra and the rest of the group. Some of them are missing, others are wounded, and no one looks untouched.

“We failed,” Myrra hisses, “they waited for us.” She pulls out a stone from the matriarch and a rift similar to Eris’s appears in front of us, “Let’s leave and…”

That’s when one of the humans moves and burrows his dagger covered in yellow mana into Myrra’s chest, barely missing her heart as Myrra shifts her body.

One of the lynthari dashes, too quickly for me to follow, his body breaking in the process. He passes by me and when I turn around, I only see Sophie’s severed head falling to the ground.

What?

Another human dashes at me, but before he even reaches me, an extremely concentrated burst of kinetic energy hits his head. At the same time, a few of the enforcers jump and literally tear apart the human that attacked Myrra and the lynthari that attacked Sophie.

Sophie’s head rolls on the ground, her eyes open. Panic is about to take over me. A feeling of desperation. A broken promise given to a child.

[Focus]

Have I given up already? This much is fine. I can do it. Deep breath in. Breathe out.

Immediately I scan the rest of our group, but no one shares the mark in their brain the three who attacked us had.

Good.

“Through the rift,” I say calmly and grab Sophie’s head, ignoring Lily and Tess.

When I pass through it, I wait until everyone is here and watch as wounded Myrra closes it.

“I will be alright,” Myrra says, blood on her lips.

I put the twins on the ground and then put Sophie’s head next to her neck.

It’s fine, we have a few minutes. We can heal it.

“Nathaniel, I don’t have enough mana,” Lily cries knowing what I’m thinking, “even if I sacrifice most of what I have left, I won’t be able to heal it and restart her…” The petite brunette sobs.

“Items?”

“I don’t know how! I tried, I tried so hard!”

“I see,” I nod and look around.

There is no other healer.

For a few precious seconds, I stare at Sophie’s body and then get on my knees and settle in front of Lily, “Sacrifice my body parts,” I tell her.

“I won’t be able to, it would be even harder than…”

“I know,” I tell her and then, creating a resonating mana along my hand. I cut off my entire left arm and burn the wound closed with thermal energy.

I put the arm in front of Lily, “This is the arm you restored for me. You sacrificed your arm to restore it. It’s made by you and strengthened by me. You have a connection to it.”

Slowly, her eyes open wider, and with shaking remains of her left arm, she touches it, “If I fail…”

“You won’t,” I say.

With her eyes wide open, she points what remains of her arm towards my severed limb. Her brow furrows and a few seconds pass, feeling impossibly long.

Then my arm disappears and the mana that flows through Lily is grander than ever before. The arm she sacrificed came from someone of a much higher level than her. With constructs etched into it, the arm is filled with mana and came from a body bearing two epic passives. It’s a good arm.

Her healing skill activates, and I watch as the two pieces of Sophie’s body connect.

It happened just a few seconds ago. The brain didn’t have time to die. Lily can restart the body. 

It will be fine.

Lily uses more mana, and it keeps flowing through Sophie, restoring her, circulating around her heart, and her brain.

Sophie isn’t a normal human either; she has stats, levels, skills, and passives. Something like this should be possible even with a normal human, but Sophie is more akin to a superhuman like all of us.

It will be fine.

Sophie’s heart starts beating a few times, and some color returns to her face. More warm mana radiates from Lily, and Sophie’s chest starts moving.

I don’t want to break a promise I made to a little kid. A promise I made to a friend.

Sophie breathes out and in, and her eyelids move a bit, and she opens her eyes, immediately closing them because of the light.

I look at Lily, Tess, Sophie, Aaron, and Dennis.

All of them are fine.
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Chapter 246 - The Message


                Our trip back to Virelia is faster than before. I refrain from using mana as much as possible to restore it as I carry the battered members of Group 4 in arms of mana.

The three of them are all missing legs and are all currently unconscious, something Lily did with the rest of the mana she got from my arm. She also used what was there to restore her legs and now walks next to me. Missing her arms, but on her own two legs.

Tess is scouting ahead of us with Obelia, while Isola and the rest of the group, and Myrra, run beside us. We do not hurry, but we also do not move slowly, and I notice Lily constantly staring at me.

“You were amazing, Lily,” I really mean it. The young girl had to endure the strain of keeping me alive while I was dealing with the stronger ants, and constantly use sacrifice to save our group members.

For me, it’s fine, but it’s hard to imagine how stressful it must be to use all of your limbs powering your skill and then have to rely on someone else, unable to move, and barely able to do anything. Such weakness is something I never want to feel, yet Lily did it constantly, something that once again confirms how far from normal some members of Hell difficulty are.

“I will do anything you want when things are a bit calmer,” I return her gaze, “All within reason, obviously.”

“I see,” she smiles, but it’s a tired smile. “Can you please tell me again I did well? That it was worth all of this?” the pain is still apparent in her eyes.

No matter how used she gets to it, or how much she pretends to be ok, without a skill like my [Focus], it must be terrifying.

“You did well, really well.” I step closer to her and for a moment pull her armless body close. “We saved them thanks to you.”

She nods energetically, the tears flowing down her cheeks, and she doesn’t say anything else.

 







 

A bit of time passes as we get closer to Virelia, until some of Obelia’s scouts and enforcers seem to panic and speed up, as we keep pace.

It doesn’t take long, and I feel it as well. The presence of the Living Tree.

Then we see it as well, the colossal tree has fallen just outside Virelia. There is still some remaining mana, but the Calamity is dead, and there is not even a text over it.

Most of the walls around the city are gone as well, cracked and revealing the inscriptions etched inside them.

One of the enforcers starts crying, and more of them join in, with even Myrra lowering her ears and her tail just hanging down.

“What happened, Myrra?” I ask carefully.

The white-haired lynthari turns to me, tears in her eyes. “The Matriarch is dead, feral one.”

For a moment, I just stare at her and then toward the city and the tree.

Slowly, all of the lynthari with us turn towards Myrra all at once and lower their heads, getting down on one knee and facing her.

Myrra ignores their gazes and continues to look towards the city, tears rolling down her cheeks.

 







 

After we reach the city, we split up and quickly find the rest of group four, all of them fine, yet bearing signs of a big fight.

Isabella comes running and hugs the unconscious Sophie. For a few minutes, she refuses to leave her and continues to listen to her older sister’s heartbeat and breathing.

Then she jumps in between me, Lily, and Tess, and thanks us, her small body hugging us with all the strength she can muster. The entire time, Noodle stays coiled around Isabella’s arm and watches it all with weird interest.

(Safe.) Biscuit sends me.

“Thank you,” I tell him and caress his head. “I’m sure you did well.”

The best doggo woofs and then wobbles on top of one of the walls of what’s left of our house, and seems to keep watch.

Cute.

“The Veilwalker guild master was one of the traitors,” Hadwin and Maya sit next to Tess and me, while Min-Jae stays with the twins, a worried expression on the young boy’s face.

Maya continues, and I notice that she barely has any mana left and her gear is nearly destroyed, all upper-grade rare items. “He was either controlled or worked with the Colony for some time. He attacked and injured the Matriarch while she fought the tree.

Hadwin sighs. “The Matriarch fought it, using the trees in the city. Meanwhile, we had to work with a few lynthari to fight Lorven and his guild members.”

“How did the tree get there?” Tess asks.

Maya meets her eyes. “It flew. We could feel its mana from far away, it moved really quickly, and Tess, let me tell you, it was so eerie that it’s hard to describe,” she shakes her head. “The Matriarch apparently activated inscriptions she had built all over the city over hundreds of years and fought against it. Some lynthari even shared their mana with her.”

As I listen to her, the image of young Eris calling me underling is shown in my mind.

“How did the Matriarch look?” I ask, bearing a bit of hope.

“She had two tails and was taller than any other lynthari,” Hadwin crushes even the last of those hopes.

“I see,” I say while looking at my hands.

“I can still feel the air shaking as they fought. The tree tried to use its weird mana particles, but the Matriarch stopped them by creating some kind of pressure and then fought against it by creating rifts and some kind of weird radiation while confusing the tree. She even used the leaves of the giant trees in the city,” Maya shudders.

“How did she even kill it?” Tess looks between Maya and Hadwin.

Hadwin answers her, “In the end, she activated some array, and that killed the tree. It made it dry out, and it just fell down, along with the Matriarch. The other lynthari took her then.”

“Nothing about the Floor quest?” Tess asks.

Maya shakes her head. “Nothing. I guess we didn’t do enough for it to count as our work.”

She then starts to ask Tess about what happened and wanting to catch a break, I stand up and walk towards our half-destroyed house. No one stops me, and I shift some of the debris and enter what remains of my room. The armchair I like to sit in is dusty and torn in places, but I plop into it and pull out the strange, blue mana stone from my pocket. The one Eris bought for me at the auction, it now radiates a bit of mana, and I don’t even know when she inscribed it.

I set it on a piece of debris in front of me and send a bit of my mana through, which activates it.

An illusion of Eris forms around the stone and looks at me, “I guess that’s it,” she smiles, hiding her hands behind her back. “You listening to this must mean I was unable to deactivate it, and there can only be one reason for that, right?”

The memory she left behind is even capable of reacting to its surroundings, and it jumps up to sit on the wall nearby, short legs hanging over and kicking the air.

“I left messages like this for most of the people I cared about. Then, for a long time, I was wondering if I should leave one for you,” the memory turns to me. “You know, I hardly know you. In my long life, you are barely a memory.”

I don’t even answer; the memory wouldn’t be able to process it or say anything other than what it’s been made for.

“Yet, something made me change my mind and I left a message for you, as Eris, the personality I created to mess with my lynthari and humans,” she smiles diabolically, then sighs, “What was I even thinking at my old age, messing around like that,” even then she giggles.

“But it was fun, you know. I don’t even remember how long it’s been since someone put me on his shoulders and carried me around the city. How long has it been since I sat on someone’s knees and stopped worrying about things and just acted like a kid for a few moments. How long has it been since someone wanted to bully and mess with me with such a cheeky look in his eyes.”

The memory sighs, a smile not leaving its lips, “It was fun and I thank you for that,” she turns to me and adds, “Underling,” her tone is almost as if making fun of me.

“The Living Tree is on its way to the city. It’s an out-of-control weapon I helped to create a long time ago. We sent it against the old capital of the humans, so I will be the one to deal with it. I will pay for the crimes against humanity I helped commit. I’m too old to avoid it and soon I will be too weak to deal with it and that would only leave the tree behind to threaten my city. My lynthari and my dear humans.”

Eris jumps down from the wall and emanates a hint of mana detecting me and steps in front of me so the message can continue.

“I suspect it’s all the work of the First One; he was always smart. The moment he sensed your friends’ skills and detected them reaching Virelia, he probably increased his efforts to manipulate the Living Tree. He’s been trying for years.” Eris smiles, “What a creepy ant, right? He even kidnapped your friends the moment you left the city. For some reason, he is just as scared of you as he is of the Fallen Hero.”

Eris sighs, “I got lazy, my skills dulled over the years of peace and stalemate, and now I will pay for it. As for you, underling, never let the First One get the opportunity to take your friends’ skills. I would tell you to kill them if needed, but I suspect you would tell me to screw off, such is your Pride,” she giggles. “But know this, the moment the First One evolves his [Hive Mind] will be the moment another being with the potential of reaching the rank of Champion is born.”

Her eyes meet mine, “Myrra is childish at times, but she will be a good replacement for me, and in the future, she will grow much stronger than I ever was. But, underling, there is something I wanted to ask of you too. Please, don’t hate the lynthari.” Her hand reaches to me and passes through my cheek, “Every lynthari that remains is just a child, born after the war, none of them know about what happened before. So please, do not hate them, do not fight again, and try to live with them as I always wanted.”

The memory starts becoming a bit more transparent and slowly disappearing, “Hating me and those lynthari who did fight in the war is fine, but the others are just kids, so please, get along.”

She becomes even more transparent.

“Nya… I wonder what that word means,” she giggles, her voice becoming weaker, “I hope you had as much fun messing with me as I did messing with you, my dear and last underling.”

For a moment I feel as if our eyes meet.

“Farewell then, stay well… nya.” She flashes me one last smile that stays on her face even as she grows and turns into the tall lynthari woman with two tails.

She then turns around and, after taking a step away, the memory disappears and all the mana from the blue stone is gone.

For a long moment, I stare at the blue mana stone in my hands and try to send my mana into it, to activate it again, but it doesn’t work. The intricate inscriptions are gone.

That’s when I hear a movement and Tess walks from behind the wall.

“Sorry, I heard most of it,” she apologizes while sitting on the armrest of the armchair I sit on.

“It’s fine,” I reply.

“So that was the matriarch and the little girl we met during the auction.”

“Yes,” I nod, “we now know who was behind all this.”

“Are you sad?” she asks.

“I barely knew her.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Nat.”

“I only met her a few times and we mostly made fun of each other, and I didn’t even know she was messing with me.”

“So that’s how it is?” she asks.

“Yes.”

I’m about to use [Focus], but then I hesitate and stare at the blue mana stone. In the end, I decide against it and continue to stay like that for a bit longer.

            


Chapter 247 - Little Kitten


                After a few hours of sleep, I wake up and stretch my body. Jumping from the bed, I take a few steps and enter the balcony, looking outside at the city. Virelia is unusually quiet, and the walls that used to surround it are gone, as well as dozens of buildings destroyed and a few towers have tilted or just straight up toppled.

Further in the distance, I can see the trunk of the Living Tree. Colossal, grayish bark, and branches without any leaves.

Defeated, destroyed, killed, just like that. All the preparations and planning gone and useless, the Calamity was defeated by Eris at the cost of her life.

I can’t understand it fully; it’s so dumb. So fucking dumb. She could have run away, she could have held it back and waited for me and others to join the fight. She could have just kept us in the city and not sent us after… but, that would mean sacrificing Sophie, Aaron, and Dennis, wouldn’t it?

Looking down I clench and unclench my fist. If I were stronger, I would solve it all. I would be the one deciding the result, and no one would have to die. I wasn’t strong enough, and it leaves a sour taste in my mouth, even though I know they are fake.

I wonder, could I have pushed myself more? Could I do it differently and focus more on leveling instead of improving my handling of my power? Could I have just left the tree alone and stopped the ants from kidnapping three members of our group and fought against the Calamity with Eris?

Taking a few steps, I jump back into the bed in the room Storm Brigade has lent me, Obelia has offered to board us until we can find another house.

“Status,” I say.
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While examining my stats, I feel a touch and an attempt to connect to my mind.

I allow it to happen, and Sophie’s voice sounds in my head. (Can we talk?)

(Yes, I will land on your balcony in a few minutes.)

(Thank you.)

I put on some clothes and look in the mirror nearby. The guy looking back at me seems the same on the surface , yet I know him well.

“Asshole,” I say, and his mouth mouths the same word.

Stepping onto the balcony, I locate Sophie and, generating just enough kinetic energy, fly higher and to the side, landing on the balcony not unlike my own.

Sophie is wearing simple clothes that are a bit too big for her, and the doors to the room are closed. Behind the glass, I see Isabella sleeping on the bed. Noodle on one side and Biscuit on the other.

Tracking my gaze, Sophie looks as well and smiles gently. “She got surprised and scared by a small spider just a few days ago. I watched her scream and jump backward, hitting her head against the wall,” she turns to me. “I wouldn’t have been able to see that without removing the [Geas] from her mind.”

“You messed with your own memories,” I do not beat around the bush. Sophie is acting way too casual for what happened to her and the twins deep in the heart of the Colony.

“You are quick to catch on,” she sits in one of the chairs on the balcony while I lean against the railing.

After gathering her thoughts, she continues, “I wanted to remove them, I really did, but something stopped me,” she looks at her hands, “Would I be the same person if I did that? And if I did that, would that make each new edit easier until I simply remove every unhappy memory I have?”

Sophie looks at me, “Nathaniel, maybe we humans aren’t supposed to have this kind of power. Saving someone after their head’s been cut off?” She touches her neck where a thin, white scar stretches across its entire length, most likely something Lily left intentionally.

She continues to speak, “Or manipulating people and removing their free will?” her eyes are piercing as she looks into mine, “Being strong enough to wipe a small city off the map just a few months after gaining these powers?”

“You can think about it as much as you want, but it doesn’t change the fact that there are other people with these powers. People who won’t care about that will complete the tutorial and return to Earth,” I easily return her gaze, “Unlike you, I don’t mind it. I like my powers and the things they allow me to do.” I reply.

She smiles and nods as if expecting this answer, then looks to the side, at the Living Tree outside the city, “You know, I tried multiple things with my [Manipulation]. I tried to manipulate fire, manipulate mana, earth, and a few others, yet I always found myself progressing the most with controlling monsters or people.”

Sophie breathes in and closes her eyes, “I wanted to remove my memories, but decided against it. In the end, I did the same thing I did for the others after we escaped the tunnel under the old capital. I made those memories feel as if they happened years ago, leaving them a faint memory.” She touches her neck, “I can still feel the blade slicing through my neck, I remember the ants trying to steal my skill. It’s all in here.”

“That much is reasonable,” I tell her.

“Do you really think so? I know that you have a skill that allows you to do something similar,” she opens her eyes, her hand still on her neck, “But I think we will pay for that in the future, Nat, both you and I for trying to cheat ourselves.”

“Probably, but that’s for future Nathaniel to deal with,” I pass by her and quietly open the door.

Noodle, now awoken, slithers outside, a bit bigger than before. His tongue flickers towards me as I radiate a bit of mana to feed him. When I reach out my hand to him, he hesitates for a moment, but then coils around it in the same way he does with Isabella.

“Current me will do the best he can,” I continue, and carefully touch Noodle’s head petting him gently.

The snake closes its eyes, and only his tongue continues to flicker. His body is somewhat cold to the touch, but it doesn’t feel bad, and his scales have a nice texture to them.

“I guess, consequences be damned,” Sophie says while observing Noodle, “Or maybe we are the dumb ones, and all these abilities are to help us deal with this all, something normal. It’s just we still think like humans worrying about useless things.”

I think about it for a while, “It might be just as you said.”

Isabella’s soft cries sound from inside the room, she seems to be having a nightmare as she twitches on the bed.

Sophie stands up and opens the door. Lilly finished restoring her legs a few hours after sacrificing my arm.

When I hand her Noodle, she looks at me one more time, “The matriarch is dead. You know what that means, right?”

I nod, “The Colony will be coming.”

“Yes. I tried to kill as many of them as possible, especially the ones capable of creating arrays, and I even left some traps in their links. But it won’t slow them down for too long. A few days maybe.”

Isabella twitches again, and Sophie just waves and closes the door, immediately lying on the bed and hugging her sleeping sister, who quickly calms down.

Not wanting to interrupt their moment, I jump from the balcony and glide back to my room. There, I open the balcony and pass through my room, opening the door outside.

The hallway is empty and simple, mostly made of stone and wood with a thick carpet on the polished floor. It has a nice cozy feeling to it. Taking a short walk, I reach the door to the room where Tess is staying with Lily, the two of them are together so she can help our silly healer. I knock and wait.

Tess opens a few seconds later, “Come in, Nat.” She just lets me enter immediately.

The moment I do so, Lily sees me too, and a big smile appears on her face. I notice that one of her arms is already nearly back. The left one that is once again pale, and I would bet if she restores my left arm too, it will be pale as well.

The speed with which she is regenerating her arms is much faster than before. “Guess who can enter Beyond now?” she asks me, her smile becoming even bigger.

I can hear Tess sigh next to me, and I sit on the edge of the bed next to Lily.

This is serious; I can see it in her eyes. The moment she heals, she will enter Beyond. As always, her reason is simple: to reach me. To become closer to me, to be strong like me. To become more useful to me. That’s how she’s thinking.

Ever since the floor started, I haven’t heard her speak about her family, and Tess, who knew Lily just a little bit from school, told me that the black-haired girl was someone you might call a loner.

I wonder how her life was before for her to become so possessive of me, to cling to me and the others so much. To have such fear in her eyes that we will throw her away the moment we become much stronger or she becomes less useful. It doesn’t matter how much Tess works on it, it doesn’t matter that I tried to help too. Lily still lives in constant fear of being left behind.

“Don’t enter Beyond for now,” I tell her.

She continues to smile for a moment, thinking that I’m joking, but I just look at her and slowly her expression changes from that of happiness to hurt and anger.

I move closer and put my hand on hers, “I will train with you. I will help you prepare.”

Lily might have the strongest damage skill out of all of us, and she is extremely hard to kill, but she is lacking when it comes to reading the flow of combat and over-relies on her damage and healing.

I squeeze her arm, “I will make sure you become stronger.”

The expression in her eyes changes a bit, hurt and sadness replaced by pleading and hope.

“I want everyone to live, Lily, so we will prepare, okay?”

Her eyes shake and she stares at me, taking in every detail of my face.

I continue, “And when you are ready, you will crush the trial and join me and Tess.”

Lily nods, “Yes, yes. I will do it.”

 



 

Flashback - Lily Chen - 8 years old

In a dark, small room, a little girl sits on a thin blanket. A little girl with black hair and bangs long enough to fall into her face.

“Are you angry, Grumpy?” the little girl asks, pulling the cat in her arms closer to her chest, “And don’t meow, it makes you look even more like a grumpy,” she says, smiling.

Meow. The little kitten tries to escape for a bit, but still being weak, is unable to do so and gives up. 

That makes the little girl laugh for a bit longer as she snuggles the kitten with two differently colored eyes, yellow and blue, and with black fur.

Then silence fills the small room and the entire apartment. 

It is around nine o’clock, and the girl is entirely alone, the floors cold, the power cut off, and tap water rarely flows. Something normal for the girl, too young to realize that it shouldn’t be like that.

“We will be alone again tonight,” she mumbles, holding the kitten tight.

Slowly she stands up from the floor, her feet are bare and her pajamas are old, dotted with holes. The little girl takes the thin blanket and moves away from the door where she has been waiting for someone to return, excited to talk about her day with the little kitten.

“It’s fine, I have you, Grumpy,” the little girl says, and after jumping on the bed, she wraps the blanket around them.

With a smile, she continues to watch as the kitten falls asleep. Then, even though there is no other blanket on her bed, she slips the blanket off of herself and wraps it all around Grumpy.

Feeling the cold, she continues to shake a bit, but the big smile doesn’t leave her face as she continues to watch the little kitten sleep.

            


Chapter 248 - This kind of person


                Dealing with people is hard, isn’t it? I could be on my own, not worried, not having to deal with them. It would be easier.

Sure, I like being alone and I really often need solitude to recharge my batteries, but being able to walk into the living room every once in a while and just listen to other members of Group 4, joke with them, tease them, that’s also fun.

I wonder what my life in the tutorial would’ve looked like now if I had decided to remain on my own.

Noname - Savi, how is it going on your own?

Savant -Great, now even you are calling me Savi. I will only answer if you agree to answer my question afterward.

Noname -Deal.

Savant - I prefer being on my own. No one tries to stab me in the back. I don’t have to deal with people screwing things up, and there’s no need to babysit weaklings.

Noname -What happened to your group?

Savant -They got what they deserved… I’ve answered your question. We’ll see who made the better decision during the tournament.

Noname -I think so too. You can ask your question.

Savant -I’ll ask later. 

Noname - Sure.

I close the Community, come to a door, knock carefully, and wait. The hallway is empty and quiet, the entire floor has been lent to us by Obelia.

The door opens slowly and Min-Jae pokes out and whispers, “Dennis and Aaron are sleeping,” he says after exiting the room and joining me in the hallway.

Min-Jae seems tired and worried about his friends, yet it’s much better than when we brought the twins back, after losing their legs and nearly being tortured to death by ants.

“Are they alright?” I ask.

He shakes his head, “They kept asking for Sophie and after she left they calmed down and went to sleep,” his face takes on a sad smile.

The implications are clear, the twins most likely asked Sophie to do for them what she did for herself.

Is it a good decision to take such an easy way out? Should they get over it on their own and become stronger in the process? Is our logic flawed as Sophie suggested, should we just use our powers as we like? Is it pointless trying to apply regular human common sense here?

Is it a smart decision given that we are still in Hell difficulty and have no time for people dealing with trauma while the Colony threatens us?

“Nat, I don’t think they did a bad thing. I know you probably think that they will become weaker if they take the easy way out,” Min-Jae looks into my eyes, “but I don’t think there is a need for them to be scarred because of this, or for them to wake up shaking and crying. Nat, they are just kids.”

Looking at him, Min-Jae himself is only 15 years old and the twins are 17, yet here he is. A troubled young boy who kept copying me, looking up to me, defending his friends and opinions.

“You are right, Min-Jae,” I tell him.

“Am I?” he asks, a bit unsure.

Oh, was he faking it all?

When I look at him it doesn’t look like it, he still thinks he’s right but seems weirded out that I might agree with him.

“Keep watch, okay? I will be nearby,” I tell him.

He nods energetically and goes back into the room.

For a moment, I stare at the door after he closes it and try to read my feelings.

Back, down in the tunnels, I pushed my emotions to the back of my mind, I kept [Focus] running and tried to deal with the four ants that guarded them as quickly as possible at the cost of Lily healing me through the crown. But right now? I constantly feel the suppressed anger raging inside me.

They kidnapped them, they hurt them, they dared to touch Group 4. Because of that Sophie almost died, Dennis and Aaron suffered a torturous experience, and Lily had to push herself to the brink.

Oh, how angry I am. Those fuckers are going to pay. I will fucking blow their entire colony sky-high and turn their shitty tunnels into a burning hell.

Realizing that I’ve subconsciously started releasing my mana, I once again focus on Mana Cycling, bring it back under control, and touch Sophie’s web.

She connects to me the moment she feels my probing, (Anything happen?)

(You still have 5 thousand shards from selling the coordinates, right?)

(Of course, they are yours according to our deal.)

(Good, I already know what you can buy for me.)

 







 

I find Obelia near her office with Jenna, whom she quickly sends away. Jenna greets me and closes the door, inscriptions within activating and running enchantments against spying and for defense.

Unable to help myself, I observe them for a while out of curiosity, and Obelia doesn’t seem to mind as she sits in her chair patiently, going over some mana stones inscribed with messages.

“So what happened down there?” I ask when I’m done.

With a sigh, she shakes her head, “It was a mess. They were constantly trying to slow us down, and half of us were constantly fighting against their attempts to deactivate our return rift stone.” She puts away the item she’s holding, giving me her full attention. “The enforcers were just as terrifying as they were rumored to be, and dealt with anything that came at us.”

Obelia looks at her hands and laughs a bit, “I always thought I was one of the strongest in Virelia, even considering the lynthari, yet I could only watch and support them once in a while. That’s how those twelve enforcers are.”

“I think you could take one of them,” I tell her. I felt their mana and saw them a bit in action, so I do believe that.

“Probably? Their biggest advantage was their coordination. If twelve of them fought together, I don’t think there would be anyone capable of fighting them.”

“So why did you guys fail?”

“The First One was terrifying, Nathaniel,” Obelia’s gaze grows serious. “I still believe enforcers would be capable of destroying him if they fought, but they didn’t have a chance. The other ants constantly fed the First One with vitality, stamina, and mana, through their connection. We damaged the First One, and another ant died instead of him. He used mana, and it instantly got replenished.”

I move and sit on the chair opposite her and observe her expression.

Obelia continues, “With the Colony nearby, the first one is impossible to defeat. He is the lynchpin that ties them all together and guards their [Hive Mind] against outside tampering. Plus he’s smart and has immense control over the Colony.”

“I bet you also already found out what happened while we were gone, so can I ask you for a short summary?” I ask instead. I will deal with the ants later.

“In short? Do you remember the expedition we took to the old capital with Elydor when we met for the first time? It seems like the moment we escaped, the tree lifted off and started flying towards Virelia.”

How does it even make sense for a giant tree to fly?

“It took a month, but it reached the city while we were away. Apparently, the Matriarch knew about it even then and still sent us to fight the Colony,” Obelia says.

I wonder if she truly sent us against the Colony because she didn’t want the ants to evolve their [Hive Mind]. Was she even willing to put her life on the line to send such a big part of Virelia’s strength against the ants?

The timing is suspicious, extremely so. There were traitors, people controlled by ants that attacked her the moment the Living Tree got close. Then there’s the timing of the Tree launching an attack right after the ants. It’s all too coordinated.

Is the First One, the leader of the Colony, behind it? Did it manipulate the tree and time its attack? Or did they work together?

Or is there someone or something else?

“Miss Myrra will become lynthari Matriarch after the ceremony. The matriarch’s granddaughter disappeared as well, I wanted to let you know in case you were wondering,” she says.

I nod, “I will visit Myrra.”

“Yes. But please be careful. No matter what lynthari do or say, they loved their matriarch. She was like a mother to all of them, and some knew her for tens, or hundreds of years.”

“I will take that into consideration, but what about you? You now know that the lynthari are invaders here. What will you do?” I ask.

Obelia doesn’t seem to be sure of that, but in the end, she shrugs her shoulders. “Currently, I’m inclined to tell everyone.”

“That could lead to war.”

She nods, “Yes.” Her expression says that she already considered it. “Yet, I still think it’s something other humans should know.”

“Even if plenty of them might die because of that?” I ask.

It’s not like I’m worried about people I don’t know. I’m just that curious. Over time, I’ve built some respect towards this logically thinking woman in front of me. She is smart, talented, and good at reading people and, most of all, she knows when to take a step back.

“The way you look at me reminds me of a lynthari,” she says out of nowhere, a small smile on her face. “You keep observing me like I’m some interesting animal. As if everything that just happened, all these threats, the Colony, the war with lynthari, the traitors do not affect you at all.”

I guess she also learned to read me a bit after dealing with me all these months.

She continues, “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not insulted or angry. I know people like you,” she smiles, her eyes as if she is remembering someone, “People like you are a bit crazy and I guess they have to be to be able to reach that level and not even think of stopping.”

Obelia stops remembering and looks at me, “But be careful, that kind of person doesn’t tend to die in bed surrounded by the people they love.”

 







 

Before leaving for Myrra’s, I check the upper epic weapon I prepared to be used against the Living Tree.

I could try to dismantle it and recover the two items I had before, but maybe I can use it against the Colony. It´s slow to activate because of my insufficient skill, but it should be useful there as well, for the same reasons I meant to use it against the Living Tree, I think.

It’s annoying, to be honest. If I were to dismantle it now, I would have to undo the changes I’ve made to the items, and that would require some time otherwise I would risk ruining them.

Sighing, I move past it and look at the chest we got from the champion’s house and the piece I bought at the auction.

Months have passed since we got it, and we are not even close to opening it. I swear, it would be funny if we learned that it wasn’t a chest at all, just a piece of wood shaped like one. Shaped and weighted like one.

Sure, I would complain a lot and curse the system, this floor, and everything around me, but I would still consider it a bit funny.

Well, at least Min-Jae said he is feeling something from the chest and the small item, either thanks to [Gravity Well] or [Telekinesis]. Seeing how heavy the thing is, it might have something to do with gravity and the former of his skills.

Leaving Tess to take care of the items, I check my figure in the mirror. I’m still missing my left arm, but it’s weirdly fine, and I just replaced it with a replica made of mana.

This one is much better and more nimble than before, nearly as mobile as my original arm. It will be fine, and when Lily takes care of her wounds and restores legs for the twins, she can take care of it.

After leaving behind an anchor that should last for hours, I jump from the balcony, disrupting the effect the anti-flight zone has on me. Boosting myself with kinetic energy, I fly to the place I know I’ll find Myrra and, as I get closer, land on the ground, closing the remaining distance on foot.

The place I’m going is in the exact middle of the city. It is a beautiful spherical building that, at a glance, should fall under its own weight.

Yet, like the dueling area, it’s made from the same indestructible stone, a remnant of the past.

As I approach the area, Myrra’s bodyguard steps out of the shadows and nods in greeting.

I return the gesture, and without any words, I follow him.

It’s my first time being here, so I take it all in, the pretty garden with colorful trees and walkways made of indestructible stone.

Entering the spherical building, I watch the lighting which is similar to that of the auction house. The light seems dim and moves slowly as if reflecting the mood of every lynthari we meet on our way.

We reach some stairs which run the entire length of the building leading upstairs, where there seem to be multiple floors, hidden above the lights and illusions on the ceiling. Even then, we ignore the floors and just continue until we reach the top and pass by multiple lynthari guards, one of them was even one of the 12 enforcers we met prior.

Finally, the doors open, and I enter the room as Myrra’s bodyguard closes them behind me.

The room is delicately beautiful, and massive circular windows offer a view from anywhere you stand in the room. Myrra stands in the middle of the room, wearing clothes unlike any I have seen her in before. They are less flashy and colorful than the ones she once wore. These are mostly made up of blacks and grays, simple, yet somehow beautiful, making her white hair and tail all the more striking.

“The matriarch has led us ever since I was young. I have never known another leader in my entire life, and neither has any other lynthari,” she starts, her voice is not as haughty or energetic as it was before, “I mean, sure, I fought with her a lot, but what kid hasn’t fought with their elders?”

Myrra sighs, and I notice a bunch of mana stones on the table nearby, all bearing similar inscriptions, a memory from the matriarch.

She notices where I’m looking, “Yes, she left a lot and some things I have learned…” Taking a few steps, she stops in front of me, “She left it up to me to decide what to do with Obelia and the fact that she knows what I just learned. She left it up to me to deal with your group too, feral one.”

Myrra reaches and fixes the sleeve of my missing left arm, replaced by one made of mana. “I wonder what I should do with you all.”

“Won’t it wait?” My eyes meet hers, “Right now we both have the same goal.”

In the dim light of the room, her canines seem also shining. White and sharp, “Yes, we have to deal with the fucking Colony first.”

            


Chapter 249 - Craft guild


                “Your weapon should work against The First One as well if we’re lucky. Most of the skills need at least a bit of mana for activation and upkeep, so disrupting the connection he has to other ants should stop him from receiving their mana, and vitality, or ordering them around,” Myrra says.

“Only if we’re able to keep him impaled on it. How big is The First One?” I ask.

“His head sits at about the same height as mine. His body is covered in pitch-black matte plating. Unlike other ants, he doesn’t shine at all. We don’t know what skills he has, but just the raw strength and vitality he received made it near impossible to deal with him.”

“It’s fine, I already have a plan,” I tell her.

“You are quick, feral one. What is it?”

When I explain it to her, she starts talking about things like common sense, calling me an idiot, and the like. We repeat the conversation we had when I told her my plan to kill the Living Tree.

In the end, she sighs, “I’m not even surprised, and somehow this sounds a bit more reasonable than your plan for the Living Tree. For now, prepare for it, and I will set some as well. The matriarch left us some things that should help us hold the fort here in Virelia.”

“What about [Kin Control]? Is it gone now that the matriarch has died?”

She seems surprised. “First, I learn the matriarch got her kicks by pretending to be her own granddaughter and teasing the lynthari, then I learn about [Kin Control], and now I find that you probably knew before I did. Tell me, feral one, did she like you so much because you so often feel like a lynthari in human skin? Is it because of your bearing? Are you also a Champion candidate?” Each word she says moves her closer to me.

“It’s not my fault, Myrra, it’s you guys that keep pestering and bullying me,” I say in my defense.

“Sure,” she sighs, takes a few steps back, and sits on the windowsill of one of the big circular windows. “[Kin Control] is gone, but I don’t think she’s even used it lately. She made sure the skill would lose its hold over us as soon as possible and so the ants wouldn’t be able to take it over and control us. Now that the matriarch is dead, it should only take a few days.”

“So from one point of view, the matriarch was the lynthari’s weakness?”

“If you want to think about it that way, feral one, sure. But at the same time, she could do the same to the ants, especially from within the city, so they didn’t dare to attack. That’s where your friends come in.”

She stops looking outside. “Before you came here, I spent a lot of time wondering if I should kill your friends, feral one. The last thing we want is for them to fall into the hands of the Colony again.” Myrra giggles, her golden eyes shining, “Some lynthari even wanted me to lure you here and deal with your friends while you were busy.”

“But?”

“But they don’t know you, feral one.” she continues, her eyes on me. “Ever since you entered the room, I’ve felt that thing you’ve been feeding with your power and that you plan to use against the Colony. I feel your connection with the tower, and I know you can return there quickly. And if we fail, you could end up being a bigger problem than the Calamity.”

“A wise choice. You told them to fuck off, right?”

She laughs again. “Yes, I did. But tell me and be honest. Would you kill me if I allowed it to happen and your friends died?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, that absolute certainty of yours. It stings a bit that you said it without hesitation, but I like it. I like it a lot.”

“I will be going then.”

When I reach the door, she stops me. “Feral one, I did think about killing you and your friends. For causing her death, however indirectly. She sent us to stop the First One from taking their skills. Maybe she would be alive if the enforcers and I had stayed here.”

“Maybe,” I pause.

“Yes, maybe. I will see you later, then,” she says.

I leave after that, and unsurprisingly, half of the enforcers, the strongest among the lynthari, stand there. Just in case, ready to rush in to protect their new matriarch.

They issue a short greeting as I pass by them, and Myrra’s bodyguard leads me to the exit.

“Please be careful,” he says before I leave him behind.

Once again, I use kinetic energy to push myself high into the air, and this time, I fly over to check in on the old enchanter, Cael.

The first thing Cael asks me is whether the weapon he and other enchanters helped me with performed well. The second question is if I could help him get access to what remains of the Living Tree to examine it for materials. It’s not until his third question that he asks about the attack on the city and the matriarch’s death.

Are all craftspeople like that?

I answer his questions and spend the rest of the day discussing my plans. At some point, the two of us are not enough, and he leads me to the Craft Guild.

The Craft Guild is one of the biggest buildings in the city and the most luxurious, clearly showing how important their work is. We enter without trouble, and I learn that Cael was once the vice guild master.

Of course.

“Young Sir, please! Look at this enchantment I created!”

“Mister, could you explain how this works for me?”

“It’s him! The young man that inscribed that stone!”

“The guild master wanted him as vice guild master…”

A bunch of men and women keep pestering us as we pass through the room, and I’m surprised how quickly the information regarding our presence spreads.

It’s awkward, the way they keep looking at me like I just invented chocolate or something. As if I’m some kind of celebrity.

How would they look at me if I told them it’s mostly my high-level skills, combined with massive quantities of mana, and money that allowed me to perform an amount of testing that would be impossible even for most mid-guilds? Especially when it’s all being wasted on a single person.

Actually, should I tell them? It would be fun to watch.

Instead, we eventually get rid of these people and reach the highest floor of the building where all the high-ranking enchanters reside, when they are here, and where the guild master is. Six men are already waiting impatiently within the circular room. Cael sent them a message before we arrived.

I stop in front of the door after feeling their presence with my skill.

For a moment, I examine the inscriptions all around me. On the door, in the walls, on the ceiling, inside small mana stones hidden within the floor and connected through web-like pathways. There is so much of it, and just examining them takes my mind off useless stuff.

“They might be getting impatient,” Cael says carefully after a few minutes.

I sigh and gesture to an employee nearby, and he opens the door after bowing.

“Master Gwyn, it’s such an honor to have you here!” immediately, one of the men attacks me.

“I’m a massive fan of the work you’ve done!” another one joins in a combined attack.

“Theo, Davi, please, leave it for later and do not pester him. You are old enough to have some self-control,” Cael defends me.

“That’s easy for you to say. You are keeping him for yourself! You should share…”

“Davi! That’s rude to say in front of our guest!” Finally, the guild master of the Craft Guild reacts.

He’s even older than Cael and has long gray hair and an impressive beard. He is the perfect image of a wise old archmage you might see in children’s stories. Even a cosplayer couldn’t do a better job.

“Allow me to welcome you, Mister Gwyn. Cael told me about the things you’ve been working on, and I was able to find some help. In a few minutes, a few more people will be arriving. They started immediately after they heard about it.”

I can only stare at him. For some time, I’ve been thinking about what I should do to pay them back for all the help they gave me while I was working on inscriptions to alter the functionality of my epic weapons and the arcanadium shaft that combined them.

But this?

Seeing their faces, hearing them gulp to keep from drooling every time I step closer to the empty mana stones on the table.

Paying them back? Hell no, it looks like I’m not using them enough, seeing their greedy eyes. It’s at the point I’m starting to have suspicions that I’m the one being taken advantage of.

The door opens and a few more men rush in, excitedly asking if we already started.

“I’m too busy, so let’s start. If someone else joins later, you can inform them,” I take a few steps towards the table in the middle and pull out the epic mana stone Sophie bought for me for 5000 shards and put it on the table, of mid or upper epic grade.

It’s as big as a baseball and other than being a storage unit for mana and other energies, it doesn’t have any other effect. What makes it an epic item is the amount of energy it can contain. The mana stone already has a lot of thermal energy inside of it, yet I continue to store more, and the golden flames lazily swirl inside.

I look around the room, “There are three goals I want to reach.”

Their eyes flick between me and the stone.

“First, store as much energy as I can inside this stone. Two parts thermal, one part kinetic,” without hesitation, I tell them about the Primordial energies I have and ignore the looks of pure shock even Cael gives me.

I need help with this as even now I feel that soon I won’t be able to store anymore. It’s either the way I store it, the item’s rarity, or there’s something I’m missing. Maybe it’s just too much of it; I didn’t hold back when I started filling it, unlike the time I created one to bomb the ants. But that doesn’t seem to be it; the stone is an epic item, so it should easily handle something like that.

“Second, come up with a mechanism that will release all that energy at once when I want it to, as well as the energies of other filled mana stones near it.”

Sure, I could start feeding it to the point where it can’t hold anymore and is about to explode. However, unlike orbs made of mana, I don’t have as strong a connection to it and it lacks that intuitive feeling. It would be unfortunate if the stone exploded somewhere in Obelia’s tower and took a good chunk of the city with it.

“Third, there is one of my skills I need to make sure it will work with…” As I continue to explain, they watch me, a childish curiosity replaced by an academic one, and I can see gears in their heads spinning already as they start coming up with solutions and ideas.

All of them quietly listen and let me talk, waiting for a pause to start talking about how they would go about it.

Yup, let’s just fake it and pretend I know what I’m talking about because I need their help. Just one of my orbs is not enough. It would be powerful, yes, but not enough.

I will nuke these bitches into oblivion for touching what is mine.

 



 

I return to the tower late that night, more tired than I’ve been in a long time. Not physically but mentally.

Everyone else is already asleep, and I find the quiet of the tower really comfortable, more so for the fact that no one will try to speak to me this deep into the night.

I pull one of the armchairs out onto the balcony and plop down.

The city is dim and quiet, yet in the distance, I can see the lights all around the trunk of the Living Tree outside of the city. Lynthari guarding it.

Yawning, I stare out at it and think about how I feel about it dying without my contribution. I reflect on what happened and what I could change, but in the end, I stop thinking and just continue to enjoy the quiet.

As if in revenge against my busy day full of meetings, I do not go to sleep and instead enjoy the feeling of solitude.

            


Chapter 250 - Surrounded


                Two days pass, in the same fashion. I wake up, I train, I spend some time with others, I join Cael at the Craft Guild, I meet with Myrra, I rest on my own for a while and experiment with the items I got from the auction. A few weird mana stones with delicate inscriptions and a bracelet that reacted to my energies.

For the bracelet, I already found out that it’s the metal that reacts so strangely well to them, and even after asking around, no one was able to identify it, and I got a few offers from curious blacksmiths.

So for now, I decide to keep it and continue examining it. The mana stones are more interesting. The inscriptions aren’t anything super powerful; I just like how delicate and intricate they are and I already have plenty of ideas on how I might improve my inscriptions.

What’s interesting is that if I’m right, the stones were made to be implanted under the skin of an animal and synchronized with the animal’s pathways, all to some effect that I’ve found impossible to divine from the damaged inscriptions.

But I’m not even annoyed; the inscribed parts are enough to give me a few ideas for improvements to my constructs. Yup, I did not forget about them, and after getting my trait, I plan to go for a huge one and improve on my kinetic mana heart, probably the riskiest and the most powerful of my constructs.

As I said before and will continue to repeat, the third-floor Nathaniel was impressive as heck. Knowing what I know now, I would probably have noped out and never attempted to do something like that. Yet that cute little douche did, and succeeded, even though he almost died. Quite impressive.

So yup, I would like to get a few more levels and get my trait after level 200 from the quest, but in the past few days, I’ve barely left the tower and only ever for short periods as I maintained an anchor inside.

I also continue to send a trickle of mana toward the anchor I left near the black orb. I do this so the orb takes that mana instead of trying to mess with my anchor. As time passes, the pull on the mana I’ve been sending through the anchor weakens. This is either due to the black orb weakening and crumbling after days, or the ants dealing with it.

The Colony is confirmed to be sneaking around the city, and the only reason we don’t attack is the protections that are especially set against them over long years by the matriarch. Eris had her lynthari and inscribers create massive circuits connected to dozens of power sources all over the city and then used her skill to make everyone forget.

After she died, Myrra and a few other lynthari learned about them from messages left by the matriarch and immediately reactivated them and checked to see if they were working properly.

In the end, it was judged that with how many there were and how many surprises the matriarch left, it would be best to just wait for the ants to attack and use it rather than go on a suicidal mission against the First One powered by the Colony.

From what we’ve learned, the weaker ants stayed in the Colony, and that number is a high percentage, but they’re not just doing nothing either.

Nope, the Colony created a set of relays from their territory all the way to the city. Each step of that relay is a big group of ants that receives vitality, mana, and strength from the weaker members staying in the Colony then sends it along, to Virelia through [Hive Mind], where their leader can use it when they decide to attack.

I’m sure there are massive losses, yet the sheer amount of energy they are sending makes up for it.

Of course, that doesn’t mean there are no ants surrounding Virelia; nope, there are tens of thousands of them, each of them is one of the stronger variants, and they are still really far away so most people can’t even use ranged attacks. Rarely do I see Tess, Min-Jae, Obelia, and other humans or lynthari trying to get in kills, but the ants are protected most of the time.

Surprisingly, Tess still gets some kills since she can see much further than anyone else, and her [Psychokinesis] is extremely good in combination with her Primordial lightning when it comes to ranged attacks. Especially when she borrows the epic bow we got from the Champion’s disciple down in the mines.

Not wanting to be left behind, I take some potshots as well, but I don’t see as well as Tess and decide I’d rather use my mana to feed the bomb I’m preparing.

The ants also return fire to force defenders to spend mana on the barrier encompassing the city. This barrier is powered by the mana of their bodies and mana stored in batteries all around the city.

I’m quite fascinated by the way it’s created in multiple segments and isn’t always active. The barrier is split into hundreds of segments and makes use of something similar to Sophie’s web, which reaches far beyond the city.

When the protections are activated, the detection web senses an attack aimed at the city, and through mana stones left behind by old humans and lynthari, it calculates the trajectory of the attack and then activates the required segment of the barrier.

It’s much more difficult, and I’m not allowed to get close to the heart of it all, and no one else is. Hell, most of the lynthari and humans don’t even know where it is, and there are dozens of fake stations all over the city.

Yet, no matter how good the protections are, most people are nervous and constantly shudder when a segment is activated and attacks crash against it. People scream and complain, and the mood between the lynthari and the humans becomes worse by the day, as rumors spread.

Running away is impossible as the Colony seems to be ever-present and surrounds the entire city, and even try to dig under it, where they find extremely strong layers of stone and traps left behind by the matriarch.

The Colony is highly capable, and its amazing cooperation is hard to imagine a single group being able to deal with, confirming my theory that there are always multiple ways to clear a floor.

Maybe you can face the Fallen Hero on your own as it’s a single enemy. For the Colony, you can use Virelia, lynthari, and humans to deal with it. The tree is a single massive target, so maybe it can be dealt with from a distance, maybe it can be poisoned, or maybe you can even use another Calamity against it.

It’s still difficult, but there are more options that seem to be testing different sets of skills and slowly introducing us to the worlds where the system exists, to Champion disciples, Champions, Absolutes, to the Pairing, and all that stuff.

It does what the name suggests, even though it is in quite a messed-up way, and that makes me wonder what world we will be introduced to after finishing the tutorial. There were plenty of warnings about what could happen to worlds with people with powers like ours, and it could happen to Earth too.

So, what level will we be when we get out? I already noticed my leveling slowing down for both my skills and level, and I’m not even level 200, with an estimation of a champion being close to or over 500. Maybe around that level for the ones capable of reaching it? Or more probably, Champion candidates, maybe becoming a Champion will be something that happens outside of the tutorial. I could be wrong, but I don’t think I am.

So far, every floor we visited was rumored to have only a handful of Champions and a single Absolute, with the second floor being an exception, having two before Lissandra killed the second one and the Champions who tried to fight her too.

As for Earth, it could be the same: just a handful of Champions, each being someone from Hell difficulty, with those who got into Beyond being the most probable candidates.

Returning to reality, I first look at my newly restored left arm. It’s as pale as before, the same pale shade as our silly healer’s restored left arm.

Then I look up at Lily, who is currently sparring with Maya. Sparring and getting her ass kicked.

Once again, Lily falls on her bottom and sighs, “I want to use my skill.”

“Nope, no disintegrating Maya,” I say.

“Maybe she could try to use it a bit, Nat, I bet I could avoid it.” The armor around Maya disappears, and she moves her hair from her sweaty forehead.

“We will get there, but first Lily needs to fight while saving mana and her body parts. She has a very bad habit of losing limbs.”

“I know someone similar,” I hear Lily mutter.

I decide to ignore it gracefully. “She can’t yet sacrifice her items, she doesn’t have that much mana, and both of her main skills are very mana-hungry. Do you disagree?”

Maya shrugs her shoulders, “I guess you are right. After sparring with her for a day or two, I can see that. Nothing personal, Lily, but I thought you would be stronger.” She smiles and offers Lily her hand to stand up.

That’s typical of Maya, always underestimating herself. Does she think I helped her improve [Focus] and [Armament] for nothing, plus her amazing [Boost]? Out of our group, Maya is one of the stronger members. Well, maybe not when it comes to skills and stats or mana. No, she is calm and calculating and has learned to blend her skills, and her fighting style is versatile.

“Lily, the 1st trial takes one hour, the second one takes 7 days, and both of them will be testing your weaknesses. You know what they are, right?”

“Yes, I know. I mean, I won’t complain about that, Nat, but wouldn’t it be better if I could train [Disintegration] too?”

Maya giggles a bit, understanding right away.

Lily seems confused, so I answer, “See, and that’s your problem. Until you are more efficient or capable of using it for longer, it should be your trump card. You created thin threads using it, so we will start with something like that instead of disintegrating an entire monster or wasting huge amounts of your mana on a ranged attack.”

At least she is listening, seeing how her eyes are glued to me. “We will also teach you to use smaller ranged attacks. Something like orbs instead of arrows. But Lily, that’s for later.”

I jump to my feet and stretch. “We should test how much mana you receive from sacrificing your hair. We can start with a single hair and continue to add more until there is a noticeable effect. Then we will see if you can sacrifice your teeth instead of fingers. It’s better to not be able to talk than lose a finger. For a stronger boost, you can sacrifice one kidney instead of an arm or leg.”

Maya starts looking a bit uncomfortable and even mutters something, but Lily doesn’t seem to mind.

I continue, “We will try sacrificing things like your sense of smell, and taste. Maybe you can eat a lot of food and then sacrifice that. Maybe we can have you gain some weight and you could sacrifice your body fat.”

My gears are spinning, and I could swear I’m smiling. There are so many options.

“You can change your body, Lily. So why do you need items? You can maybe grow another finger for each hand. Maybe you can grow some small fake organs inside you and sacrifice those. You can use my left arm, as we’ve found out. So what if I cut it off, we store it, you restore my arm, I cut it off again and you leave for Beyond or another fight with multiple arms to use to power your skills.”

“Ew,” Maya says.

“Amazing,” Lily’s eyes are almost glowing.

“So leave it up to me, we’ll make a badass out of you yet.”

“Yes!” Lily shouts.

 







 

A few days later we all stand around the chest from the Champion’s house.

Yes, the time has come. It took months of curiosity, impatience, and frustration. We had people try to open it, we used skills, we used items. I even risked it and created a tiny orb of black mana, yet nothing helped.

Not even Biscuit could open it after I told him there was better meat than the cut of Archdeer we bought at the auction.

I look around the room and catch the eyes of Izzy, who smiles at me brightly. Lately, I’ve become her second favorite human and the 4th favorite member of group 4 after Sophie, Noodle, and Biscuit. The ten, no, eleven-year-old girl hugs me every time she sees me and rarely leaves Sophie’s side.

The twins are here as well, all four legs back and smiling. It’s not the same smile they had before, but it’s close. Thanks to Sophie, the memory has become more distant. Not quite gone, and the emotions are still there, but they use that as fuel, and over the past few days, I’ve seen them train extremely hard, even coming to Sophie and the others for advice.

Min-Jae continues to explain his process, and I listen to him with one ear while looking around the room. Everyone from group 4 is still here, safe and healthy. I can also say it’s partially thanks to me, and it’s getting harder and harder to lie to myself.

It’s a weird feeling, as it’s been years since I had someone I could even consider a friend or someone I kept seeing day after day and created a bond with. It’s almost like… camaraderie, like Tess talked about.

I look to the left and catch Tess’s eyes, and her expression clearly shows that she has some idea of my thoughts. She smiles brightly, her steel gray eyes returning my gaze without wavering.

“I have a few pieces of Archdeer jerky saved, call Tess an asshole,” I lift Biscuit and whisper into his ear.

(Asshole!) he shouts before I even finish the sentence.

That only makes Tess smile even more.

“So, as I said, I think this crest is something like a magnet activated by gravity-type skills, and I noticed pathways through the chest, so if I do this,” Min-Jae says, excitedly moving to the chest after using his skills to activate the crest.

Then he puts the crest on the chest, and even though none of us can feel anything, he moves it across the chest multiple times in specific patterns. Clicking noises sound out one after another, and finally, he lifts the crest, sending more mana through it and places it on one last point, before taking a step back.

Ready for anything, we step back, and I get ready to activate my skills.

“I think it won’t open on its own,” I say and create mana arms that reach from me and try to open the chest.

Feeling how heavy the lid is, I create a few more and then slowly open it.

Curious, everyone takes a step closer and looks at the single item inside, a transparent glass tube filled with watery liquid. The tube is floating exactly in the middle of the chest, and inside that tube is a single thing.

A human eye with a yellowed iris.

There is no text from the system over it. No name, no rarity. This is not something that could be considered an item; it’s just an eye.

The eye of someone who was extremely powerful, from what I can sense.
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Chapter 251 - Eye


                I keep looking at the tube and just wait for the word that will surely follow.

It’s inevitable.

(Food?)

“No, it’s not food,” I answer and only then scan the eye with my mana.

As I thought, the eye is different in a way that’s difficult to properly detect. The pathways feel normal, and yet it’s not a normal eye. Maybe the eye has been changed by a trait the original owner had. Maybe it’s because it belonged to a high-level being.

I take the tube and look at it up close. I wonder, if we have the leisure of dealing with it right now, what with an attack from the Colony due anytime? Will it even be useful?

“Nat, do you think you could gain a cool new power if you replaced your eye with this?” Min-Jae steps closer, clearly excited by the idea.

“I don’t know, to be honest. Even if this eye contains some skill, trait, or whatever, could you gain it as well? How does the system work in such a case?” I think about it.

These modifications aren’t anything we’ve seen before.

“What if you could just acquire a trait that modifies your eye, then transfer the trait by removing the eye, and implanting it in someone else, then have a healer restore your eye? Does it mean you could repeat it dozens, hundreds of times and give people the same trait you have?” I ask.

“Logically, probably, yes,” Sophie joins in, “But the eye you transfer could reject the host regardless of one’s ability to use it or there could be other requirements for the trait to reactivate.”

“Would the system even allow that?” Hadwin asks.

“It could be a weaker version of the original, or it could be possible if the original owner was dead, and you had a host capable of using it!” Min-Jae takes the tube from my hand and I let him.

Min-Jae continues to stare at it, “Even now I feel a connection to my skill, Nat! At first, I thought it was [Gravity Well], but now it feels like a weird combination of [Gravity Well] and [Telekinesis]!”

Tess takes the tube from him, “It’s not that simple, Kim. I know where you’re going with this, but we know nothing about it. We don’t know if it’s possible, we don’t know if Lily can transfer it, and we don’t know if it will hurt you.” She glances at the tube once more before putting it back into the chest.

“Why would you store it if not for something like that?” Min-Jae’s eyes do not leave the tube.

I mean, there is some logic in it, and I grab it again, probing with my mana. There is no reaction at all, nor do I feel the connection Min-Jae mentioned, so I look at him. He isn’t lying in hopes of getting the eye for himself, right?

“I’m not lying, I really sense something!” he complains immediately, as if he knows what I’m thinking.

“Are you guys really thinking of pulling an eye out and replacing it with this thing we just found? I mean, what the fuck.” Maya says like a normal person.

“Maya, wanna bet it’s a super super strong eye that could give you an amazing ability?” Aaron pokes at her.

“Maybe it will allow you to see into the future,” Dennis nods.

Maya only shakes her head, “Or it might give you some ancient infection even Lily won’t be able to heal.”

“There is risk, of course, but it was hidden in a chest that we couldn’t damage at all, that itself came from the Champion’s manor, so it has to be good for something,” I say.

Is this some sort of hidden reward? An eye with some kind of ability? If so, is it for specific people? People like Min-Jae? He is the only one sensing anything from it.

I grab the tube. “Everyone, try to probe it with a bit of your mana and see if you sense anything.”

The tube slowly passes from person to person, and everyone just shakes their head. Izzy even quickly passes it while saying “Ew.” When the tube comes into Min-Jae’s hands, he passes some mana through, and the eye noticeably reacts. The yellow iris glowing slightly.

“Oh great, it was a flashlight in the end,” Dennis giggles.

Min-Jae continues to channel more and more mana through it, but the eye just glows a bit, a hint of circuitry ever so slightly visible on the surface. The way the boy looks at me makes his intention clear.

Once again, I take the tube from him and examine it even more carefully, channeling different kinds of energy through it, I even try resonating my mana and changing the frequencies.

The eye doesn’t react to me the way it does for Min-Jae.

After all these months and all this excitement, the goddamn thing I’d hoped would be equivalent to Peacemaker or the Sword of Aeons is a glorified flashlight. Should I still try to use it? Maybe I could slowly learn how to control and use whatever it contains.

My eyes meet those of Min-Jae, and he seems to know what I’m thinking. Yet he still smiles, “You did most of the work, and it’s probably safest for you to use it, Nat. Sorry, I didn’t want to make it sound like… I’m too shameless…” he sighs.

Feeling someone’s gaze on me, I look up and meet Tess’s eyes. The tall blonde asshole of a manipulator is smiling, she clearly knows what’s going through my head. Even Izzy tries to connect to my feelings, but I don’t allow her to.

Damn it. Damn it!

Once again, I try to channel my mana through the eye, and it doesn’t react at all.

Whatever, I didn’t want it anyway.

I throw the tube at Kim. I have that black mana thingy that I’m slowly getting the hang of; I don’t need the creepy eye of some long-dead asshole.

“Nat… I…” Min-Jae starts.

“Shut up, you twerp,” I interrupt as I locate Lily and gesture for her to come closer, “We’ll do it right away since we don’t know when the Colony will attack.”

Lily and I sit on the floor, as Kim lies down next to us, his head between us. He’s surprised at how quickly things proceed, and he’s shaking already.

Heh, you didn’t expect this to happen so quickly, right, you greedy little jerk?

Replacing his eye should be easy with the new skill Lily received when she combined [Rejuvenation] and [Reshaping]. The new skill is called [Reconstruction], she acquired it when we went to save the others. It’s improved her healing by a lot, even though it reduced her skill level.

“The plan is simple. Lily will use [Disintegration] to painlessly destroy your eye. I will channel my mana through you, Min-Jae, and you will let me; it might hurt a bit because I will need to use a lot of it. That mana will be there just in case the new eye pulls some kind of bullshit.”

I have plenty of experience with [Infusion] now, so this should be simple if he allows it, which he is capable of.

“I will also surround the eye with my mana, so I can disrupt it if it tries anything. Lily will also have [Disintegration] prepared. In the worst case, we will destroy it and Lily will reconstruct your eye,” I say.

It’s a simple plan, but things like that tend to work the best.

I also prepare more scenarios in my head. I can use [Tether] to place an anchor on the eye and try to teleport it away. I can create a barrier around Min-Jae’s brain and blow off his face, which would be quite a bad experience, but it’s workable if something does happen.

“Now, before we start, I will examine it once more,” I say as I open the tube, which is surprisingly easy. I put my finger into the thing and touch the eye directly, focusing the full power of my [Perception] on it.

There is no sense in asking anyone else in the city for help. After all the weeks I’ve spent here, I’ve come to realize that the amount of mana I have and my skill combinations make me one of the best in Virelia when it comes to this, probably the best now that good ol’ Elydor is dead. May we meet again one day.

Examining the eye, I find more pathways I can easily identify as channels for mana to activate the eye and its powers, whatever they are. I examine it extremely carefully over and over again, looking for memory constructs, traps, some creepy virus, memories, anything really.

And then again.

And again.

Multiple hours pass like that, and Lily pokes me multiple times while Min-Jae continues to shift nervously. In the back of my mind, I hear some of them talking, bored.

I consolidate my [Focus], activate [Mana Domain] around the eye, and constantly use [Resonance] to disrupt any mana that could be left.

[Perception - lvl 39 > Perception - lvl 40]

And I find nothing. After probably hundreds of years, nothing remains inside the eye.

“Pass some of your mana through,” I say to Min-Jae, and he quickly nods, touching it, and doing as I say.

Then I start examining it again. There is some effect the eye is trying to produce, but it doesn’t seem to be transmitting that effect through the optical nerve hanging from it. It’s more like it projects in front of it and shares information through the nerve.

Well, let’s do it.

“Ready?” I ask Lily.

She quickly nods and listens as I explain the steps to her one after another while Min-Jae nervously stares up.

“I will try not to make it hurt,” she tells him and puts her finger on his right eye.

“Left one!” he shouts quickly, and with a sigh, Lily does it.

I activate [Redistribution] and restrain his movement while infusing him with my mana as he lowers his defenses. It’s a lot of mana, and he shudders in pain, as much as he can under the effect of my skill, and I gesture to Lily.

With a short blast of gray mana, his eye disappears, and immediately her mana rushes in, staunching the bleeding and healing it. Noting a lack of space, she uses [Disintegration] again, and more of his flesh disappears.

The entire time I’m carefully observing and moving my mana through his head, ready to shield his brain.

Lily quickly ignores the terrified expression in his remaining eye and the pain he must be feeling then pulls the yellow eye from the tube. After inserting it into the socket, she maneuvers it slightly, and I help by creating a thin thread of mana and moving the optical nerve into place.

She uses more of her mana, and the wound quickly heals, regrowing skin, part of an eyebrow, and his eyelid. It immediately covers up the wound, and then she focuses on the inside, letting her skill and experience lead her. She works on the connections very carefully, connecting all the nerves and muscles, giving herself enough time to do it properly.

Meanwhile, I continue observing the entire process and have my mana ready to activate the countermeasures.

Soon it’s done, and I release Min-Jae from my hold.

His eyelid moves, and he blinks a few times, both of his eyes moving as he looks around. the light brown original and the new yellow one. They both look the same and move the same, the only difference is the yellow color.

I observe as his mana slowly moves and gradually starts circulating through the new eye the same way it does with the original. Lily also is ready, her fingers close as the mana slowly reactivates it.

Then Min-Jae actively cycles his mana through the eye, just a little bit, a whiff, and the circular circuits on the iris glow slightly.

“I feel fine,” he says and cycles more mana through it, the circuits activating more fully.

The eye produces an effect that I identify as something like a combination of Tess’s [Farsight] and my [Perception].

“It’s really weird, I see these waves everywhere, and there’s this creepy sensation to it,” Min-Jae reaches out with his hand as if he is touching something invisible.

Then he channels some of his mana into the air, activating his skill. His eye activates a bit more, and he closes his hand into a fist.

At that moment, something in the room changes that is hard to identify, and a big chunk of the wall gets torn off and compressed into a small point, reducing all that stone into a smooth ball barely bigger than a golf ball.

It takes a huge chunk of Min-Jae’s mana to create that effect, about half of it.

“Huh?” he mutters and does it again.

Another big chunk of the wall gets torn off and with immense gravitational force pulled towards the center where it’s then squeezed, and compressed.

The rest of his mana disappears, and Min-Jae wobbles, on the brink of passing out from the strain of using too much mana too quickly, yet he smiles, and both of his eyes shine with excitement.

Like me, he knows this is only the start of what the eye will allow him to do and my suspicion is as good as confirmed. The eye must have belonged to someone very powerful to allow him to use his skills this way, even with his relatively low level. Maybe a Champion or at least a high-level Champion candidate.

            


Chapter 252 - Obsession


                After Min-Jae restores some of his mana, we do a few more tests, and I conclude that the eye is not giving him a new ability. It seems to allow him to utilize his skills more effectively or combine them?

It’s hard to say what exactly it does, and he says his “connection” to his skills improved, whatever that means, and that he can see waves that he suspects are gravitational, again, whatever that means.

So, what he did was channel his skill through that wave with a bit of mana and caused a “spark,” as he calls it, that in turn created a small orb of extreme gravity.

It takes a lot of mana, but it’s something I think he should be capable of doing on his own in the future. So that’s it? Is the eye that “weak,” or does he just need some time to utilize it fully? Well, he seems happy and becomes even happier when he tries his [Telekinesis] and learns that he can use these waves to move heavier projectiles as well, so he goes to practice just that.

“I think it’s a good thing, he was starting to lag behind a bit and lately has been in a bad mood,” Tess says the moment Min-Jae leaves with the twins and Lily to test it more.

“Kim focuses too much on comparing himself to other people and puts heavy expectations on himself,” Hadwin shakes his head, “He compares himself to you especially often,” he says looking at me.

“That’s dumb; he shouldn’t do that,” I respond.

“But he does. Even his subclass, envy, confirms it. He looks up to you, and he wants to be like you. One day it could kill him,” Hadwin stands up, looking at me.

“Min-Jae is his own person, Haddy. If this is the way he wants to live, he can. If he thinks it’s worth risking his life to reach that, he can do it as well,” I return his gaze.

“Kim is just a kid, he is young and dumb,” Hadwin’s voice becomes a bit louder. “ I’ve tried to speak with him multiple times, but he only listens to you. You should talk to him.”

The room becomes quiet, and everyone looks at Hadwin and me as I continue, “Then, let me ask you, what will happen if I do speak with him? I can even beat him up a bit if you want me to, I can force him to take it easier. It wouldn’t be difficult, and I know the words.”

Tess pokes me slightly, but I ignore her and continue, “What will happen if we leave the 4th floor and get split again? What if we end up on a floor where everyone’s on their own? Do you think every floor will be like this one? Giving us time to prepare in comfort? Things will inevitably go to shit sooner or later.”

“We can stay here longer, we can train until we’re ready, and move on then,” Hadwin sighs. “I know where you are going with this, and I partially agree with you, but there has to be a middle ground,” his voice sounds a bit weaker.

“Probably, but look at it this way. Currently, he has multiple stronger people around, and then we have our own pocket healer. When other than now will he get a better opportunity to push himself?”

“Fuck, I hate how much sense it makes,” Hadwin shakes his head.

Tess also joins in, “You also forgot one thing, Hadwin. Kim might be young, but he is not a kid. Sure, he is a bit more impulsive than someone older, but he can make his own decisions.” her voice becomes softer. “You know about his family situation back on earth and how much he hated his life there where they controlled him entirely. I think he’s much happier now, however weird that is.”

“Haddy is just worried!” Isabella interjects, clearly annoyed, “You all talk so much, just look!” She exclaims before activating her skill.

I let it connect to me, and I sense it’s connection to everyone else in the room, as a feeling of anxiety flows into me. It’s a pure and nice feeling, like a parent worried about their child.

Then I realize that Isabella is sharing Hadwin’s feelings with us and cut the connection.

Sophie realizes it as well and hits the back of her sister’s head, “Izzy! You can’t do it without asking!” she shouts at her.

Meanwhile, I look at Hadwin and notice that the older man with his elegant haircut and well-kept beard seems to be the most embarrassed here.

At the same time, Tess giggles next to me. Not maliciously, as if she were making fun of someone. She just seems to be amused.







Leaving another session with Cael and the craft guild and with another set of inscriptions engraved onto the epic mana stone, I reach the branch of one of the highest trees and for a moment sit there, observing the sections of the barrier activating.

The attacks from the ants are more frequent now and getting stronger. They come from all sides, Virelia being totally surrounded.

Some ants must have detected me because multiple times in a row the segment far across from me activates, blocking the attacks aimed at me.

Cheeky fuckers.

Once again, I feel the need to move, to attack them, to jump into their lines, but stop myself from doing so. It might be just what they want. The important thing right now is to not allow them to get Sophie and the twins, and to not allow the First One to evolve his skill.

While knowing that, I stand up, and [Regalia] activates, and I start creating a javelin that increases in size and grows until it’s three times as long as me and as thick as my arm. I push more mana into it, the javelin turning dark blue with streaks of light blue.

Now then, what should I infuse it with?

I pick [Resonance] and infuse the weapon with its effect. Then, while being careful, I spend a few more minutes and try to create temporary inscriptions on my mana weapon. It’s difficult, and they constantly keep tearing apart, so I simplify them by stabilizing the javelin.

Gradually, I push more mana into the tip of the weapon and [Focus] it to a much smaller point, making the tip turn black and start to suck on my mana. Quickly, I make a few more changes, hoping that the black tip will dominate the mana it comes into contact with and transfer a small amount of it into the [Resonance] infused javelin.

I let my heart beat a few times, creating just enough kinetic energy, and then use it all to push the javelin.

It pierces through the air like a flash and passes through the one-directional barriers surrounding Virelia.

When it reaches the ants’ defenses far away, it resonates and passes through them as if they are non-existent, and hits the ground near a bigger group of the ants as they quickly surround it. The ants do what I thought they would; they start channeling more mana towards it, trying to tear it apart.

It’s too far for me to sense, but the javelin dominates more of their mana, and for a short while, it uses that to strengthen the [Resonance] enchantment I’ve set to have the effect of my old skill, [Oscillation].

The javelin untangles into long threads of mana, coated in an oscillating effect, and cutting through most of the ants.

[You have defeated Barrier ant - lvl 166]

[You have defeated Flame Legion ant - lvl 169]

[You have defeated Gravity ant - lvl 151]

[You have defeated Gravity ant - lvl 199]

[You have defeated Ant warrior - lvl 180]

…

[Lvl 189 > Lvl 190]

I create another javelin, and this time I do something different. [Tether] activates, and I create an anchor on the blade and then another one near where I am standing.

The javelin receives the last infusion of disrupting mana, and I shoot it at the ants, this time toward a different spot. It pierces through the barrier again, and I activate the anchor, appearing in front of the ants.

Immediately, I feel the effect of dozens of skills trying to affect me as my Mantle fights against them with the aid of the [Resonance] barrier I’ve created.

The kinetic energy converts into thermal, and I compress it as much as I can like I did back in the Colony.

I project a golden beam in front of me as thin as my finger, and reminiscent of a laser, cutting dozens of ants apart as I fuel it with more and more energy from my wildly beating heart. I pour all my frustration into it, compressing the beam even further and redirecting it constantly as they continue to create barriers to block it and strengthen them.

The skills trying to affect me weaken, and some melee range ants dash at me only to be cut in half. The notifications about kills ring somewhere in the background while I do it as efficiently as possible, monitoring the area around me.

Then I feel a terrifying pressure reaching towards me and immediately activate the anchor I created.

The pressure tries to disrupt the activation of my skills, but I fight against it with [Resonance] and disappear from the spot, reappearing back on the branch of the tree.

I skip notifications about kills and look at the skills.

[Resonance - lvl 34 > Resonance - lvl 35]

[Tether - lvl 14 > Tether - lvl 15]

Well, that last bit was a bit dangerous. Was it the First One, or just some highly coordinated attack? I would love to jump in multiple times, but a suspicion tells me that the quickly improving and evolving Colony would be able to analyze my anchors and [Tether]. After a few tries, they could stop me from using them, and that would become dangerous.

A few more notifications ring, and curious where they are coming from, I look towards the place I shot the first javelin tipped with black mana, and that area seems to have become hell for the ants.

Dozens of threads of mana as thin as my pinkie swirl around from the remains of what used to be the javelin, and the threads with oscillation coating cut through the ants even now, to my surprise.

The ants made a huge mistake and used a mana-hungry skill to stop it, only to find a nasty surprise in the black mana thing, whatever it is. That little black tip of highly focused mana constantly takes most of the mana the ants throw at it and uses a small part of it to fuel the remainder of the javelin and threads of mana while corroding the temporary inscriptions I left on it.

But good things do not last, and soon the inscriptions crumble, and that small black part dominates the javelin, absorbing the mana to fuel itself.

The ants finally identify the effect and, to my surprise, instead of trying to destroy it, they just create a field around it that seems to block all surrounding mana from getting to it and leave it as is.

Just for the fun of it, I create another javelin, turning the tip of it into black mana, and this time fill it with thermal energy and connect it to the black mana like I did before, with inscriptions.

The javelin once again passes through the barrier, but the moment it reaches behind it, the black part immediately devours the rest of the javelin, either because my balance is too off or I messed up with the inscriptions.

The ants once again surround it with some field and leave it there.

Well, enough playing; let’s visit Obelia, as I promised Tess.







When we reach her office, we get in without incident and are left alone with the Storm Brigade guild master.

“You seem serious, Tess. Did something happen?”

Tess nods. “I want to ask you to please stop spreading the rumor of the lynthari invasion of this planet,” she says directly, without beating around the bush.

“I have to remind you that this planet is called Nebulon, and the lynthari ARE the invaders here, Tess,” Obelia says directly, her eyes flicking to me for a moment.

Then Obelia grows cautious. Her body straightens up, and I see her subtly warming her muscles and letting more mana flow into her body. She is getting ready for a fight.

Tess notices it as well but ignores it. “I agree, but I don’t think this is the right time.”

“I disagree,” Obelia stands up. “No one from the human guilds is dumb enough to fight lynthari now, and we will all cooperate,” she walks around her table and stands in front of us. “What will happen after the Colony is dealt with will be up to them.”

“You are worried that Myrra will try to kill you after the war before you can spread the information. So you want humans to know in the event that the lynthari are weakened and they decide to fight,” Tess realizes it the same moment I do.

Obelia doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t have to even confirm it; she takes the tiniest step toward the door, and an item in her pocket activates.

“Don’t,” I warn her, and our eyes meet.

For a moment, she returns my gaze, her eyes wild and threatening, “Would you really do that?” she asks, her mana not stopping and filling her body even more.

“Yes,” I answer with absolute certainty.

“Before things get out of control, why don’t we do it like this,” Tess interrupts us quickly, “Be more careful spreading it, spend much more effort on making sure there isn’t any trouble during the war with the Colony. After we deal with the Colony, humans can decide what to do. Nat and I don’t care about what happens afterward.”

Tess starts sounding more threatening, “If you decide, you can murder each other, Obelia. Fight against lynthari, burn the city to the ground, you are free to do whatever you want when this fight is over. But I won’t allow you to risk the lives of my companions over your obsession.”

Obelia looks between me and Tess and nods, “Deal.”

The entire time, I observe her curiously.

It’s fascinating how much a logically thinking person can change their behavior when it comes to the things that matter to them.

            


Chapter 253 - Against the Colony


                After getting back, I train on my own until my head starts to hurt. I keep trying to improve efficiency and create tiny black mana orbs that crumble on their own after a while. They take quite a large amount of mana for their size, and I have to reduce the amount I channel into the mana stone I’m charging, but I think it’s worth it.

The last king seemed to recognize the black mana, and he was close with the Absolute of their planet, so it surely is something good or scary. Or even better, both. Even I myself am not sure what it is.

I suspect that it’s just something similar to the second stage of Mana upgrade Potency, the Dynamic mana. Or it could be something similar to Lissandra’s [Singularity], with its effects limited to mana while requiring huge amounts of mana to use.

Back then, when I created a black dagger from it, I was able to cut the connection between the king’s crown and the Saint’s healing powers. A connection that I could barely sense and couldn’t affect with any of my skills, a connection that had been weakened, though, it was made by an Absolute.

The other thing it did was ignore the king’s absorption ability, the sheer density of mana having been enough to avoid the skill.

Then there was the case in the Colony territory where a smaller black orb absorbed an amount of mana that was enough to turn a Mana Channeler ant into a massive bomb, powered by hundreds and thousands of other ants.

And the last case where I was able to create a tiny black mana thing that, through inscriptions for a few seconds, continued to power my skill by dominating the mana of the enemy.

That last part gave me a few ideas on how to finally utilize it and do something I’ve wanted to do ever since I saw Lissandra doing it, the reason I spent months examining the epic Ethercrystal shortsword. Maybe I can finally absorb mana. Not ambient mana like Lissandra did, that much is still impossible, no, maybe I can absorb the mana of attacks made against me.

I will use [Focus], [Redistribution], and [Mana Domain] to that end, and damn, will I need a lot of healing to test it properly and to get a feel for it.

Once again, I will have to rely on Lily and her crown, but it’s fine; our silly healer improved a lot in the past few days. She just needed some instruction, and when she got it, the speed of her improvement became staggering, like with Maya, after I gave her my advice or even Kim a long time before.

Most of the time, I thought it was better to leave them on their own to come up with their own ideas, and they did, they really did, but now that I think about it, maybe I shouldn’t just end things at that. I myself learned a lot of my skills by observing others. [Disruption] from Hadwin, and [Armament] from Maya, for example, even my [Regalia] came to me from Maya’s ideas. Let’s just hope they don’t get lazy and rely on me too much.

So, should I take this responsibility and try to be a bigger influence on their growth and give them some pointers? I could make them much stronger short term, but it could make them overly reliant. Or would it just be a slight push to further their improvement?

With a sigh, I hold my right arm in front of me and continue drawing inscriptions on it with mana-conductive paint. The paint is extremely expensive and made of dust from pulverized mana stones, iron particles, and other components that are kept secret. The paint needs to be used quickly, and when you channel mana through it, it becomes extremely durable and hard to remove from skin.

It’s my first time using it, but I do not hesitate as I draw a mix of circuits and inscriptions on my arms, inspired by my experiments with the black-tipped mana javelin.

Yes, the plan is simple. I will create a black orb that will absorb mana and attacks, and my arm will transfer that mana to me, then I will use [Resonance] to change its frequency in combination with [Redistribution] to make it my own.

As Dennis would say, this is an extremely ghetto way to do it.

Exactly how I like it.

Of course, my arm might explode if I do a poor job while creating the black mana and use too much or too little, but it’s something for emergencies. I don’t have to use it, but it’s better to be prepared.

It could also be useless, as the orb takes a lot of mana to create, so if I can’t absorb more than I used to create it, I will end up with a net loss.

Well, whatever.

I finish the last inscription and send my mana through it, and the lines glow for a moment. I do it again, and this time I use [Resonance] to cut into my skin just under the lines and infuse them with more mana, strengthening the effect.

If I had more time, I would rather prepare a construct, but this is the most I can do at the moment.

I look up at the constant shower of attacks that currently light up the night sky. They are timed to constantly activate a few segments of the barrier, and at this point, they feel more like a psychological attack. The First One is here, and the citizens of the city shudder under the siege. No one seems to be able to sleep, and a lot of people are out on the streets or hiding in bunker-like facilities. It’s nearly impossible to find anyone without some amount of armor or a weapon.

I jump from my balcony and land in one of the sitting rooms, and even before I enter, I hear slow, soft music reminding me of tones I used to hear on Earth, unlike any music I’ve heard here.

For a moment, I listen, and a weird feeling of familiarity and coziness washes over me, and then I enter the room.

Maya is sitting on the couch, holding a violin-like instrument she plays on. She makes mistakes and misses notes, but the music she plays makes me want to ignore those small imperfections.

Tess is there as well, with her eyes closed and a distant smile on her lips. She is sitting near Maya, leaning against her, and even humming along to Maya’s playing.

I catch Isabella’s eyes, and she brings a finger to her lips and taps the seat next to her. I oblige and sit down, which causes Noodle to slither from the little girl’s arms and climb onto me. Used to it already, I send bits of my mana towards him. The white snake is heavier than before and a bit bigger, yet he is still young and really weak. He might have the blood of some ancient beast but he hasn’t shown any powers as of yet.

Out of nowhere, he straightens up and quickly leaves my lap, climbing back onto Izzy.

That’s when Biscuit appears and floats up onto my lap. I hear him growl quietly, and the white snake seems like he’s bowing his head, and only then does Biscuit calm down and woofs at me.

Obeying his order, I pet him.

The sounds of attacks crashing against the barrier mix with Maya’s music as our entire group sits there and quietly listens.

Soon the attacks become more frequent and impactful, and the vibrations can be felt. Some people even scream in alarm, and constant waves of mana wash over the city, strengthening the segments of the barriers and activating secondary defenses.

And Maya plays, slowly, gently. Her fingers move more nimbly, and the expression on her face is distant, and she smiles sadly.

I look to the twins, as they lean against each other, exchanging constant messages through their skill. Even now, they don’t seem to be back to their normal selves, and out of all of us, seem to be the most worried about what’s to come.

Min-Jae, beside them, his eyes on Maya. His original brown and the new yellow eye. The atmosphere around him is different now. He seems more confident, but not in a bad way. Unlike before, when confidence felt forced and fake like a threatened animal raising its hackles to appear bigger. He is calmer now as if the power he just acquired gave him the hope he needed.

Sophie, next to Izzy, is working on multiple mana stones and etching similar inscriptions into each of them. Just from observing them a bit, I know that the stones are meant to work together, probably strengthening the web she constantly layers around herself in preparation for the clash of her [Manipulation] against the First One’s [Hive Mind].

Hadwin, sitting near the doors, seems protective, by the way he’s looking around. He is in full armor as he has been these past few days, and I can feel him constantly using his [Strengthening] to make it more durable.

Then there is Tess, her eyes closed as she leans against Maya. Over her head, a [Storm Crown] hovers, creating shadows and crackling quietly as she continues to fill it with a terrifying degree of Primordial lightning.

And Lily, a petite black-haired girl holding a crown in her hands and playing with it, making a few last changes to it and her body. Her hair is longer than before, and there are more changes inside her as well, as per my suggestions. An epic bow is to her left.

For a moment, I just sit there as well, enjoying the mood of the room and the people surrounding me.

The word (Friends,) sounds in my head, and I look down at Biscuit, who returns my gaze.

“I guess,” I whisper to him.

(Friends,) he repeats.

“I…”

(Friends.) He puts more weight on this word.

“Maybe,” I finally agree with him.

That’s when the strongest explosion so far sounds throughout the entire city, and even the tower we are in shakes.

An alarm follows immediately, and Maya stops playing. “That’s it, I guess,” she says.

“That’s it,” Tess stands up, and her eyes meet the gaze of each of us. “Stay safe, everyone.”

A few more words and awkward hugs are exchanged.

“I will continue as planned then,” I say and activate my skill.

“Nat…” Tess starts, but I do not let her finish. After Lily hands me a crown I immediately put it on my head and activate [Tether].

I appear in front of Myrra, who is surrounded by twelve enforcers. I reach the table and ignore Myrras’ words. There are multiple mana stones filled with mana, fire, poison-like feeling stuff, and other things. They’re all like my mana stone filled with thermal and kinetic energy.

Examining them for a moment, I take my mana stone out as well as a plate made from highly conductive metal.

I place my mana stone in the middle, and around that, I set other mana stones filled by lynthari and humans. The stones I’ve added to mine are as filled as mine or more, and they start to hum quietly, all of that energy in one place is terrifying.

My hand hovers over it and I breathe out, and in. I make last-minute changes to a few lines and activate the thing. The skill, I’ve constantly fed with a trickle of mana to prevent it from disappearing, also activates.

[Tether - lvl 15 > Tether - lvl 16]

[Tether - lvl 16 > Tether - lvl 17]

[Tether - lvl 17 > Tether - lvl 18]

[Tether - lvl 18 > Tether - lvl 19]

Then I feel resistance, a barrier the ants must have set up around the anchor I left behind with the black orb down in the tunnels. [Resonance] activates, and multiple times over, I start changing the frequencies.

[Resonance - lvl 35 > Resonance - lvl 36]

Someone actively fights against me, feeling the danger and the amount of mana I’m trying to transfer.

I consolidate my [Focus] and continue to change frequencies, only to be stopped by them being changed again. The game continues for a while, and I totally shut out Myrra in the background. The world becomes black and white, with mana stones in front of me shining with a brilliant light that hurts my eyes. I feel my head start to hurt, but I push more, and the crown activates, filling me with warm mana.

[Resonance - lvl 36 > Resonance - lvl 37]

The presence is pushing against me, fighting, trying to stop me, and I realize that it’s the First One.

A wave of rage washes over me, but I push it to the back of my mind and continue the effort, further activating the crown and healing me.

[Resonance - lvl 37 > Resonance - lvl 38]

Finally, I get a step ahead, and before the frequency changes can stop me, I activate my skill once again.

[Tether - lvl 19 > Tether - lvl 20]

The plate with the stones disappears, and a moment later, I feel an attempt to exploit the lingering connection and send the stones back, but it’s something I’ve already anticipated.

Somewhere on the other side, the set of inscriptions I prepared for this case activates and disrupts the efforts, and another wave destroys the connection.

Then there is quiet, a terrifying quiet.

I return to the room, and a short blast of kinetic energy destroys the window, and I leave and get on top of the building.

The amount of mana that I feel from behind the barrier almost makes me vomit. It’s the First One, absorbing as much mana as he can through the relay that leads here the entire way from the Colony territory. He is doing it to get as much as he can before the connection cuts off.

I look towards where the territory is.

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 71]

[You have defeated Flame Legion ant - lvl 119]

[You have defeated Gravity ant - lvl 101]

[You have defeated Gravity ant - lvl 79]

[You have defeated Gravity ant - lvl 93]

[You have defeated Ant warrior - lvl 60]

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 81]

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 68]

…

The notifications continue to ring constantly, line of text after line of text, nearly all of the ants at 100 or lower, the weaker ants left behind in the safety of the Colony to fuel their attack effort through a set of relays.

[Lvl 190 > Lvl 191]

[Lvl 191 > Lvl 192]

[Lvl 192 > Lvl 193]

[Lvl 193 > Lvl 194]

My lynthari, human joint attack continues to give me and everyone else involved, including the few members of group 4 who were able to fill weaker mana stones.

The lights appear far away on the horizon against the shadow of the giant anthills, and even the clouds in the sky are bathed from below in multi-hued light. Orange mixed with blue, yellow, gold, and green.

Before the set of relays feeding the First One with mana from the Colony cuts off, he harnesses all he can connect to. Simultaneously, he throws it against the city barriers, causing them to immediately crash and crumble under the force. A green attack crashes against the city like a wave, destroying buildings and killing thousands of people in the area.

The barrier tries to reactivate again, but the wave locates its sources and obliterates them, and then slowly particles of mana from what used to be the barrier start falling from the sky.

And the notifications continue.

[Lvl 198 > Lvl 199]

[Lvl 199 > Lvl 200]

[Lvl 200 > Lvl 201]

[Lvl 201 > Lvl 202]

 



Congratulations, you have completed a side quest. You can now pick your second trait. Please remember that humans are limited to three traits in total. Choose carefully.

Your traits are based on your performance up until now within the tutorial.

 

Mana-Responsive Musculature

Enhances the user’s muscular strength in direct correlation with their mana levels. The greater the mana, the more pronounced the physical strength, enabling the user to perform impressive physical feats that go beyond ordinary capabilities. This enhancement adapts to the user’s mana levels, making it highly effective in various scenarios that demand physical prowess, from combat to challenging physical tasks.

 

Mana-Dependent Regeneration

This trait enables the user’s body to utilize their personal mana reserves to accelerate the natural healing process. Unlike standard healing, which is typically constant, this regeneration rate dynamically scales with the user’s available mana. When the user’s mana levels are high, the healing is significantly faster, but it slows as mana diminishes.

 

Arcane Skeletal Framework

Alters the user’s skeletal structure to efficiently conduct and store various forms of energy, including mana. This not only strengthens the bones, making them more durable and resistant to damage but also creates an internal energy reservoir. This reservoir provides a steady supply of energy, augmenting their magical capabilities.

 

Compact Mana Heart

Transforms the user’s heart into an organ capable of sustaining and compressing mana. This modification enhances the effectiveness of all mana-based abilities and reduces the physical and magical exhaustion typically associated with high-level spellcasting. The heart’s ability to compress mana allows for more efficient and potent use of magical powers.

 

Mana Wavelength Iris

This trait endows the user with the ability to perceive a vast spectrum of mana wavelengths, far beyond normal capabilities. It sharpens the user’s ability to detect even the most nuanced mana fluctuations, providing an unparalleled awareness of magical currents and energies. This leads to refined insight into the flow of mana.

 

Energetic Dispersion Dermis

The user’s skin gains the ability to diffuse a wide range of incoming energies, including kinetic, thermal, and magical attacks. It acts as a protective barrier, effectively spreading the impact of these energies across its surface to significantly minimize damage. This trait is especially effective against concentrated mana attacks, providing a passive defense mechanism that can be crucial in magical combat.

 

Mana Echo Chamber

Converts the user’s chest cavity into a chamber that resonates with ambient mana, storing it until the user chooses to release it. This stored mana can be unleashed in powerful bursts, useful for amplifying the impact of spells, creating sudden protective shields, or as a burst of energy in critical situations. The Mana Echo Chamber is particularly valuable for spellcasters who need an extra reserve of energy during intense magical confrontations.
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Sooo, if you want to complain about cliffs, talk about the story or just trash talk me, you can head to our Discord: https://discord.gg/47R7SsKAyk

If you have fallen for my trap and can’t wait for the next chapter, here is my Patreon where you can read almost 2 months ahead of Royal Road: https://www.patreon.com/cerim



                



Chapter 254 - The First One


                Quickly, I read all the descriptions and without hesitation, I pick Mana Wavelength Iris. Immediately, I feel the trait making changes to my eyes, and I squint a bit from the pain as they gradually change.

A terrifying pressure weighs on the city, and from under me, I feel Myrra activating something the Matriarch left behind.

The three giant trees inside of Virelia start moving, branches cracking and leaves glowing. Those trees start releasing leaves that float around the city and frequently interrupt the incoming attacks.

Of course, the trees aren’t normal, the Matriarch said she helped create the Living Tree, didn’t she?

Myrra joins me on top of the building, fully armored and her face serious, followed by her bodyguard and 12 enforcers clad in black armor.

“That seemed to work better than expected,” she says.

I nod as I observe the improved level over her head as well as the higher levels of the lynthari with her.

The pressure of all that immense mana from the First One doesn’t let up. He still has a lot of the ants he brought with him to attack the city, ants that may be lower in number than the ones left behind but are higher leveled. And currently, the First One is using all of that shared mana and vitality.

Everyone in the city hears the loud crack, and the crashed trunk of The Living Tree starts moving, floating into the air.

[Reanimated Sunseeker Tree - lvl ??]

A text appears over it as the tree floats higher, a gray trunk with branches without any leaves on them. The tree floats high in the air, a sight feeling much more terrifying knowing how much weight is moved like that.

“So these fuckers really were behind the Tree attacking us,” Myrra hisses through her teeth.

I can only nod as I observe the tree create a barrier around itself and even from as far as it is, I can see it releasing particles that are carried toward the city, crashing against the swirling leaves of the three giant trees.

The Sunseeker Tree, The Living Tree used to be a Calamity at the level of a Champion. It was severely weakened after destroying the Old Capital to the point of getting to three question marks. And now its reanimated remains are weakened even further to the point of two question marks. Yet it’s still much stronger than the defensive trees left behind by the matriarch.

“Feral one, your weapon?” Myrra asks.

I show her my empty hands and continue to wait.

A gray arrow pierces through the air, and everyone with some sense can feel the disturbing mana it contains. That arrow splashes against the barrier of the Reanimated Living Tree, eating a big hole into it without any problem.

Then, like a falling star, a long javelin pierces through the air. The javelin flies even faster than the gray arrow, white and red lightning trailing it. The blade of the javelin, made of an Ethercrystal shortsword, burrows deep into the trunk of the Living Tree with a thump that I can hear even here in the city.

It only takes a few seconds for the blade to fill with mana from the Tree, and pass that mana through the arcanadium shaft into the Mana sphere core which creates an ever-changing disruptive field.

For a few moments, the tree floats there and fights against the effect, yet soon enough it starts falling down. To get confirmation, I shoot a mana projectile through the hole in the barrier and hit the tree with a weak attack.

The capsized Reanimated Living Tree stays on the ground, its barrier disappearing first, and soon its particles follow.

Its trunk starts to crack, some of the branches even break, and thousands of giant green leaves from the city attack it as well, covering and corroding it. A few minutes later, finally, the notification sounds.

[You have defeated Reanimated Sunseeker Tree - lvl 283]

[Lvl 202 > Lvl 203]

Even though I didn’t do much, I leveled up, either because my creation of the javelin was considered an assist, or I was just so close to 203 that even a little bit of experience was enough. Well, I hope Tess and Lily got quite a few levels from it.

I turn to Myrra, “Did you think I wouldn’t expect those assholes to try to pull something like this?”

Interrupting my speech, silence fills the city, as if someone absorbed all the sound. It’s deafening and ever-present. All the fires burning, the sound of battle, the sound of the wind, all the voices. Everything is gone.

An absolute quiet ensures.

Then a single sound permeates all.

Clack.

As if someone is tearing apart the space itself, a terrifying force washes over the city.

For a long moment, nothing changes, and then everything over a certain height starts falling, smoothly cut. The three giant trees, most of the tall towers, the barriers, all of it cut smoothly and crashing down towards the city on the people and lynthari.

Sound once again fills the city; after deafening silence, they sound much louder.

Then I realize that the attack didn’t contain mana, none at all.

I look towards its origin, and a single ant floats in the air. The ant isn’t even that big. A black matte carapace that seems to absorb all light. Huge mandibles, now closed after generating the attack. Wings made of mana keep the ant afloat.

Even without focusing too much, I can feel the connection the ant has to all the ants inside and outside of the city. Thousands, tens of thousands of threads leading back to him, like a bonfire surrounded by specks of light trying to compete against it.

The First One.

For a moment, I feel as if our eyes meet and the ant disappears, the bombardment of the city continues, more dangerous now that we lack the protection of the trees and barriers generated by the towers.

(Javelin,) I say through the [Connection] the twins created.

I watch as the javelin Tess used to attack the tree pulls itself free and flies back to where I think Tess is. Then I let the twins get my location and, piercing through the buildings in its way, the javelin flies towards me, and I grab it after absorbing its kinetic energy. I inspect it for a moment, it still seems to be fine, and the inscriptions are working as well.

(We already got one ant alive, the next time the First One attacks, we will help Sophie mess with his [Hive Mind], as planned,) Dennis transmits.

(He will expect that,) I remind them.

(Of course, he will,) this time it’s Sophie talking, (But it doesn’t matter, I’m ready for it. That piece of shit will pay, I will make sure of it.)

(Fuck Sophie, you are so cool right now, I might fall for you,) Aaron interjects.

(Don’t, just help me,) she sends.

(Of course, as planned. We also owe him big time,) Aaron continues.

(Yes, we owe him a lot,) Dennis adds, and his voice sounds more serious than usual.

(Nat, I still haven’t used your severed arms, so my next attack will be even stronger!) Lily also joins the conversation.

(Save some for healing, I plan to go all out for a while,) I remind her.

“We are ready,” I say to the lynthari surrounding me.

With a nod as acknowledgment, they start preparing as well, skills circulating in and out of their bodies, armors, energies, and some connection they have among themselves. Tails erect in a threatening display, pupils glowing, eyes wide open, hands squeezing weapons.

And I wait for my trait to finish altering my eyes.

The next attack is a golden flame, much bigger than I’m capable of creating. Funneled by the First One, powered by thousands of ants. The leader of the Colony is attacking from far behind the walls of the city, out of range of Sophie and the twins.

It’s not a problem for him. The flames sweep into the city like a wave, momentarily crashing against the walls and barriers that the Lynthari and humans have erected.

Myrra and the enforcers wait with me, even now holding back and relying on the other warriors within the city to activate barriers and inscriptions fed by thousands of mana stones, gradually becoming more and more depleted.

“He doesn’t seem to want to enter the city,” Myrra says through her teeth, her posture more threatening than I’ve ever seen.

(I can mess with [Hive Mind] to try to get him into the city,) Sophie sends.

(Don’t,) I warn her, (Stay hidden, the moment you do something he will send all the ants against you,) I look around the city which already seems to be 20% destroyed, it hasn’t even been that long since we started.

While talking, I continue examining my new trait. Unlike the Mana Circuits I got before, this one seems closer to being active than passive. I’ve already gotten a grasp of how to activate it, and I even think I can keep it active near indefinitely, if not at my level.

If there were trait rarities, I’m sure this one would rate quite high, just from observing the changes it makes to my eyes.

(Here he goes!) Tess shouts through the connection.

He appears again, just like before, all sound vanishing from the city and then a single snap resounds, the attack destroys dozens of buildings and barriers, cutting in a straight line.

This time the First One doesn’t disappear. Even before Sophie uses her [Manipulation], I feel a gaze on me, and this time I’m sure I meet the compound eyes of the Colony’s’ leader. A clear challenge.

[Hive Confluence Sentinel - lvl ??]

Then a disgustingly huge amount of blue mana starts radiating from the ant. Every time I think it’s enough, more and more of it flows from him, feeling never-ending.

(I can’t do anything! There is too much mana!) I hear through the connection.

All of that mana surrounds the ant floating in the air, moving, changing, shaping, and forming something like my [Regalia]. The mana takes the shape of a giant ant with the First One burrowed somewhere in the middle.

This doesn’t feel like the most efficient attack possible, no, this feels more like a message. A show of power, as the ant surely knows what I used down in the tunnels. This is a challenge. Loud and clear.

The giant ant made of mana takes a step, its leg destroying a massive building that it dwarfs easily. The attacks crashing against the ant amount to nothing at all, not even sending a ripple through the mana construct continuing to move towards me, like an unstoppable force.

“Heh,” a giggle slips from my lips.

Myrra shouts something, and I nod, without listening, and she and her enforcers all disappear to attack the First One.

I feel a smile crawl onto my lips as the giant thing continues moving towards me, and even launches dozens of projectiles. The projectiles— javelins made of blue mana—crash against the building I’m standing on, even though they are unable to damage the gray stone.

I disrupt the javelins that hit my body and continue to watch.

Heat starts collecting at the center of the giant mana ant, and from the mouth of the First One, a golden flame roars at me, a flame as thick as my arm with the appearance of a laser.

The flame splits apart as it reaches me as I just manipulate the heat that reaches me and redirect it instead of wasting mana to control it.

Then the First One tries to compress mana like I do with my [Focus]. A ball of mana floats in front of the ant, an orb as tall as me, immediately compressing and turning blue, purple, and light blue. The First One tries to compress it even more, he tries to focus it into a smaller point.

And he fails.

Unable to replicate what I do he gives up and instead of the orb turning black, it starts glowing white, preparing to explode.

The enforcers and Myrra start attacking the giant figure and tear the attack apart, causing it to explode and finally deal some damage to the ant.

And the entire time, I just watch. With a big smile on my lips.

“You little shit,” I say out loud.

I raise the javelin in my hand high into the air, blade pointing towards the sky. Over the tip of the blade, a small orb of mana materializes, barely the size of a golf ball. Mana flows from me into that ball, filling it, turning it blue with streaks of purple and light blue until the orb starts shining white and is about to explode. Then, I push further and use my [Focus].

I do something the monster in front of me wasn’t capable of doing.

Warm healing mana flows from the crown on my head into me, supporting me and fighting against the strain as I compress all that mana. The orb turns pitch black with tiny dots shining inside of it like stars in the sky.

Then, I poke the orb with the tip of my javelin, and it starts absorbing the black mana. The blade of the Ethercrystal Shortsword starts cracking. Even the upper epic weapon is unable to handle it.

I fight against the pull on my mana, and my heart beats three times, powered by the entirety of my mana, generating a huge amount of kinetic energy.

I change the setting and use all of my mana to strengthen my body, grab the javelin, and my right leg slides backward as I get into the stance. While my muscles scream, I throw the javelin and the moment it leaves my hand, I boost it with the kinetic energy I collected and leave an anchor on the handle.

Before I can even blink, the javelin reaches the ant and stabs the huge mana construct. The massive amount of mana surrounding the ant, a result of thousands of colony members powering it, vanishes in an instant the moment the black blade of the javelin touches it. The blade of the javelin cracking even further.

I activate the anchor and reappear next to the javelin, which I grab and float in the air, facing the matte black ant in front of me.

            


Chapter 255 - One less


                Myrra and the enforcers surround the First One the moment the mana disappears. Dozens of attacks crash against the carapace, damaging it, destroying limbs, and wounding the ant, as it constantly regenerates.

(Attacking!) Sophie sends, and I can feel her skills and the web she was preparing reaching towards the ant.

The moment she does so, I realize that this is what the First One was waiting for. He doesn’t even turn his body or anything, but I know he immediately detects where Sophie and the others are. A shockwave explodes near him, pushing himself toward where the others are and avoiding the attacks I throw at him.

(He is after you!) I quickly send.

I use the anchor I left near them to teleport, but my skill is interrupted by a strong pulse of mana from the First One.

Fuck.

I boost my body, rushing after him, the javelin in my hand constantly fights against me, as the black mana inside the blade threatens to break loose.

When I reach them, they already stand against the ant, thin threads of gray mana flickering around them, Maya, Hadwin, and Biscuit in front facing him.

Min-Jae is shooting huge chunks of buildings at the ant, his new eye glowing, but he seems to be unable to use his new attack against the ant. Tess is constantly moving her javelin to attack and defend.

I dash from behind the First One, armor surrounding my body and [Redistribution] activating and trying to slow him. However, the skill slips off of the ant, unable to grasp him at all. [Resonance] doesn’t damage him, and the massive amount of mana he is drawing is impossible to disrupt.

Taking a risk, I activate my trait for the first time, an intense pain immediately engulfing my head and eyes, and the overload of information threatening my sanity. An amount of information that seems to be impossible for a human to accept.

A beautiful and impossible number of waves constantly floating around and permeating everything. Small particles fill the atmosphere and every living being. Hearts pumping the mana that flows through our bodies. Connections based on mana. And something more.

I watch as the mana around the First One moves in sharp patterns while the ant seems like a giant bonfire and everyone else is barely a spark.

Sensing it, he turns to me, and that mana coils like a snake and surges against me.

Groaning in pain, I deactivate my trait, unable to handle it any longer. I hold the javelin in front of me. The weapon absorbs mana for a moment, until the blade cracks. Suddenly, the mana explodes into the surroundings, just for an instant. Then, it converges into a single spot, forming a floating pitch-black orb that begins to absorb all the mana close to it.

This forces me to push my body upwards and fly over it to rejoin the fight.

Meanwhile, The First One dashes against the group. He endures a gray arrow several times stronger than the one that hit the Reanimated tree’s barrier. Dashing through it, he redirects small bits of it, forming mana projectiles that take the attacks in his stead. Meanwhile, he regenerates his body as it takes damage.

A shockwave destroys Min-Jae’s projectiles and multiple buildings as well. Maya gets thrown away, her body broken and mangled.

Tess’s Primordial lightning pierces his body, but the ant regenerates. Tess uses an abyssal anchor which only pulls him for a moment before the ant destroys the epic item with a snap of his mandibles.

A blast of kinetic energy depletes all the energy I was storing and erupts, destroying a few buildings and throwing him to the side. His armor absorbs most of it, and the destroyed parts regenerate. He rushes again, right towards Sophie, who has her hands on the shoulders of the twins.

For a moment, the First One, and all the ants in the city with him stop. Some of them even start attacking each other, and Sophie starts tearing the threads that connect the First One to the rest of the Colony, taking over the network he created.

Another gray arrow splashes against the black ant, and he regenerates, slower this time, still using mana to absorb most of the attack.

Myrra and the lynthari arrive as well, surrounding him with a constant barrage that crashes against his durable body. A strong gravity field pins him to the ground, while flames burn him and ice surrounds his carapace. Myrra launches an attack using projectiles made of a multicolored, glass-like material. Meanwhile, the enforcers begin creating a barrier around the ant, covered in inscriptions, all twelve of them working in unison.

Even through all this, the First One starts moving again, slow step after step on constantly regenerated legs. His mana gradually increases and he pushes against Sophie’s [Manipulation].

Two enforcers fall dead, mana projectiles they were unable to stop penetrating their heads.

Biscuit gets thrown away with a shockwave while protecting Isabella.

The ant redirects another gray arrow, his body regenerating faster now, even as Isabella and I maintain a combined assault. The constant blaze of our gold and azure flames melting the buildings around him.

A tricolored orb I shot at him gets absorbed and he shoots it back at us, forcing us to defend against it. I constantly need to redirect the First One’s attacks while keeping up the damage and attempting to cut off the connections.

Eventually, Sophie’s skill weakens, and even the twins tumble down.

Our preparations finally complete, my eyes meet Lily’s. I move back and reach towards the black orb. Mana starts radiating from my body, and I [Focus], forcing the orb under my will and changing its shape. I feel blood in my mouth and warm mana flowing into me through the crown. I activate the circuits etched into my arm and reach out to grab the black dagger I’ve created from the orb.

All sounds disappear from the area, and I watch my severed right hand fall as if in slow motion. Immediately, I move behind the floating dagger and watch as it absorbs a surge of golden flames directed at me.

Another snap sounds and Hadwin’s body is cut at the waist, falling to the ground in two pieces after he shields Sophie and the twins. The ants’ attack pierces through Hadwin’s shield and sword, then cuts through his armor, yet despite its strength, it is unable to reach the people Hadwin is protecting.

Lily begins to move towards Hadwin, but another snap echoes and she stumbles, with both of her feet severed and Hadwin’s head split in half.

I fail to stop these attacks.

Immense mana radiates once again, this time emanating from all the ants surrounding us. It creates a field that makes movement and even breathing nearly impossible, forming an area that encompasses the First One and our group.

The black ant turns and looks towards me and launches another attack that gets absorbed by the black mana dagger between me and the ant. It’s not even a serious attack.

The First One snaps again, and multiple enforcers die while trying to protect Myrra.

Still in shock, I stand there, my eyes on Hadwin’s body, until the First One tracks where I am looking and a concentrated shockwave erupts from the ant.

Feeling as if my body is about to break, I reach through the domain and stack a number of infused barriers in front of Hadwin. But the ant shatters each and every one of them while still looking at me, and breaking the last one the attack tears Hadwin’s body apart.

A memory of his feelings flashes through my mind from the time Isabella made us feel them. His gentle affection for the kids, the hint of sadness behind it all. A man striving to start a new life and bury old memories, slowly beginning to care for kids who bring him immense joy as he watches them enjoy life.

A memory of the two of us fighting, over and over again. Him trying to kill me. Him apologizing. The first floor, the second, even the third. His expression when he got the rare shield he was so happy about.

The world feels as if it slowed down, and I deactivate the hold [Focus] has on me and just use it to manage my skills. I take the crown from my head and throw it to the ground, the sound of it deafening in the silence. That makes the First One tilt his head. Our eyes meet, and I create a hand from mana and touch the black dagger floating in front of me, the inscriptions on my skin activating.

And then I start walking, each step unhurried. My eyes keep staring at the First One while my trait activates once more, a myriad of information and a whole new world opening to me, threatening to overload my brain.

I glance at the black dagger, and the entirety of my mana moves, the dagger dissolving, the blue mana of my conjured hand turning black, and bits of that mana even flowing into my body and through my circuits.

The First One also takes a few steps. Watching him with my trait, the mana around him burning bright like a bonfire.

As we head towards each other, he starts to hesitate, each step becoming slower and more careful.

At some point, he stops, and skills activate around him.

Watching all of it with my new eyes, I cut his skill apart. I disrupt his attempt at teleportation, I destroy the buildup for his shockwave, and a single barrier I create blocks his snapping attack, cracking afterward.

[Redistribution] powered by black mana activates, and the First One freezes on the spot. I reach out to him and lay my hand on his body. I begin to absorb the entirety of the heat he’s generated while my kinetic energy crashes against him, attempting to tear his body apart.

Focusing solely on defense, he continues absorbing vitality from the Colony, and even my attacks are unable to damage him. Feeling the pain scorch my body, I reach out and cut off all of the connections, leaving him isolated.

For the first time in his entire life, the ant loses the connection he bears to the other ants, yet he still faces me proudly, his eyes staring into mine while his body freezes all over and pieces of him explode.

Then I stagger, my trait deactivates, and all the information disappears. The black mana inside of my body immediately threatening to kill me. Quickly I force it into a black orb outside of my body, ready to use it on the ant.

The First One starts thawing, and the connections quickly reappear, like a phoenix rising. The ant is restoring all his wounds, and all that strength starts running through his body again.

Then, he attempts to flee, dragging his damaged body away from the black orb.

My eyes activate again for a split second, and turning the orb into a dagger, I stab the black mana into the First One, targeting the place he was protecting the most during the fight. With a [Tether], I connect the black dagger to his body, and when the First One disappears, it teleports with him.

Strength leaves my body, and my eyes deactivate again. For the first time since the start of the floor, there isn’t even a drop of mana left in my body, nor in the reservoir. The strengthening is gone, making my body extremely weak in comparison to everyone around me, yet I still push myself back on my legs and walk towards the others.

Sophie has an unbelieving look in her eyes as she holds Izzy against her chest and stares down at what remains of Hadwin.

Tess is trying to pull away Lily, who constantly keeps trying to reconnect the pieces.

Min-Jae starts crying while standing near the twins, who are both unconscious.

Looking to the side, I see a wounded Biscuit coming closer. There are multiple big wounds on his body, and one of his legs seems to be broken, yet he still is pulling Maya behind him as gently as he can. The woman seems to be on the brink of death, her chest caved in, bloody foam around her mouth.

“Lily,” I say, almost scared of my own voice. It’s calm, and quiet, yet audible, even through all of the fire and screams around us.

Lily looks up at me from the ground, her eyes full of tears and blood on her. Pieces of her missing, used for [Sacrifice].

“Heal Maya,” I tell her.

For the first time, I can see anger in her eyes directed towards me. “How can you…” she shouts, close to screaming.

“Maya will die,” I interrupt her and return her gaze.

The words stick in her mouth, and her eyes shake while she looks at Maya. Tess whispers something in her ear and hugs her. Sobbing, Lily finally moves and starts healing Maya. She closes Maya’s wounds, causing her breathing to return to normal, and even Maya’s face starts looking better.

Only then does Lily stand up, moving towards me, putting her hand on my shoulder. “How can you be like this!” she shouts at me. “Hadwin… Hadwin is!”

My shoulder breaks and my body is easily moved by her. There is barely any mana in me and everything I have immediately gets turned into thermal energy to support my healing. Lily notices and immediately lets go of me, her face scared, and her expression changes as she looks at me.

She touches me again, this time extremely carefully, and sends her mana through my body, examining it. Her expression grows terrified, and I return her gaze as she starts healing me.

No one else says anything and the only sound to be heard is little Isabella sobbing, surrounded by all the destruction.

Checking the Community the number of people in Hell difficulty is one less.

            


Chapter 256 - No goodbyes?


                I leave the people from group four to deal with the aftermath and head to the area under Storm Brigade’s tower.

My body hurts terribly, but after getting healed, I feel better, and my mana keeps regenerating as I feed my passive with thermal energy. Even that little bit is helping and slowly the rest will heal. Until then I better not sleep and keep my body strengthened and infused with mana.

It is worse for my head and especially my eyes. Despite all the healing I received, my vision is still blurry. My new trait seems to be even more demanding than I thought. Just the sheer amount of information I received caused me to end up like this. But just for those few short moments, I saw an entirely new world open up to me, and I wonder. Is that how Lissandra saw things? Is this a step towards where she stood?

Well, I will get there, and for that, I need to become stronger, much stronger as today’s fight showed.

Much, much stronger.

I climb into the fallen tower, the strengthened walls still supporting its shape, and I find my room that is now on its side in the severed top of the tower.

The bed is broken, the furniture has been thrown around, and broken pieces of the wall have destroyed a lot of things, but I find some clothes, a few bags that I fill with some water, food, dozens of higher-grade mana stones, my experiments, the weird bracelet I won from the auction, and some other stuff.

I look around one more time and, without knowing why, pass through a hole in the wall into Hadwin’s room.

The room is simple, and there are barely any decorations as the older man wasn’t one to collect such things. On the ground, I notice several pieces of clothing, some gels he used for his beard and hair, and some snacks that Hadwin had liked and left here to eat later.

There lies a box made of delicately decorated wood and on top of it, sets a paper with a few words in English: Happy birthday, Lily!

She said she would be 18 soon, didn’t she?

I clean the debris from the table and then I set the box on top, so I can fix it up a bit. After that, I flip the bed onto its feet, make up the covers, and move the broken furniture into the corner.

Slowly I pick up Hadwin’s things and put them on the nearby table and the bed. The oil he used to care for his sword and armor, notes for swordsmanship, and handwritten theories on his skills. As I move the notes, a small piece of paper falls from them, and when I pick it up, I freeze.

After months in the tutorial, I see a glimpse of our world. A photograph of Hadwin, a woman hugging him, and a young man bearing a resemblance to the man. The photo is in a terrible state, going through four floors after all these months. Yet it’s still there, in a state that allows me to see its content, clearly showing how much it meant to him.

“That’s his wife Olivia and his son Jonathan, both of them died just a few weeks before he got into the tutorial,” Tess enters the room, her steps slow and careful as she ducks to step though the hole in the wall. “They were both murdered by a young man. Hadwin said that for the first few floors, you felt like that man to him, and that’s why he…”.

“I see,” I take a few steps towards her and put the photo into her hands.

“I will put it next to his body when we bury him. He would like that,” she whispers.

Before I leave the room, her words catch me, “Will you stay for his burial, Nat?”

“There is no need to.”

“I see, I will see you later then. Take care.”

“Yes.”

I intentionally use Mana Cycling to the highest effect to keep my mana from leaking and people from detecting me and cutting off the twins’ [Connection].

There is no need to stay for the burial, he is dead, and he won’t even know. It won’t help him, it won’t help me.

As I walk through the streets, it’s as I thought, all the ants are gone. They ran away with their leader who should be terribly hurt and having to deal with the black mana that I tethered to him. I continue to send my mana to the tether I left on him to keep it from disappearing and to keep the black dagger connected to him. As before [Tether] is reacting weirdly to black mana and can partially ignore it.

The streets are broken, buildings have fallen, and corpses are everywhere. Some other streets are nearly fine, a weird contrast to the destroyed ones. Civilian casualties seem to be low as most of the dead ones have some weapons or armor on them, and in the end, it’s 20-30% of Virelia that got so damaged, with the rest being nearly fine.

I also notice humans giving ugly looks to lynthari, a rumor about the lynthari invasion most likely spreading, but that’s not something I care about. Unlike those of us from group 4, these people will be gone when the floor ends.

My mana continuously restores itself, and I gaze at my new arm Lily restored. It still appears blurry due to my hurting eyes, making me feel lightheaded.

Passing through the street, I steal some food from a store, some items in the next one, and another bag where I put more useful things.

I exit Virelia and enter the green fields, walking on a pathway. I do not even look back at the city and climb up to hills for a bit longer, where, at the top of the highest one I meet Myrra. She is sitting there, staring in the direction of Virelia. Myrra is wearing her armor and has supplies with her.

“You know, feral one, you might not think it, but I’ve gotten to know you well, really really well as I’ve been observing you.”

“I won’t stop you then,” I continue to walk.

She jumps to her feet and follows by my side, “So, how do you feel?”

“To be honest? Disappointed,” I answer. Something inside me wants to talk.

“In yourself?” Myrra asks, slowing her steps to match mine.

“Partially, yes,” I answer.

“Do you think being with your friends made you weaker?” she asks.

“Yes, I think so. I enjoyed it at the time, and I believe I improved in a way I wouldn’t have been able to on my own. But there is always this question: if I were on my own and forced to constantly fight for my life, would I have grown stronger?”

“Then there is also that other thing, right, feral one?”

“Yes. If I was alone and they were on their own, would they be able to improve more and become stronger without me being there?”

“Some of them could be dead without you,” she says, and as she speaks, I hear no pity in her voice. She matches my tone, trying to understand me and engage in a conversation.

“That’s also true,” I agree.

“Yet you are still leaving them,” Myrra says, and we enter the forest, and continue walking under the trees that bend and creak in the wind.

“This is what I’m thinking: If I stay with them, I can help, sure, and more of them would survive. But then there would come a day when they would be on their own and probably die because I kept them safe, and they unconsciously relied on me.”

“That’s true, but there is more to it.”

“Yes,” I pause briefly. “Perhaps it’s better if they die now while trying to grow stronger on their own. That way, it’s less heartbreaking than staying with them, growing close to them, forming friendships, and then suffering through their deaths because they were too weak.”

“That’s so cruel, feral one, so very cruel to say,” Myrra is smiling, our conversation taking her mind off things she doesn’t want to think about. “But even I know that you are lying.”

“Maybe? I will have to find out and for that, I will need some time on my own.”

“You got scared, didn’t you? You never wanted to get attached, and when that man died, it was a shock for you,” her eyes almost seem to glow as she looks down at me.

“I agree, it was a shock to see him like that,” I nod.

“So you are running away?”

“The same as you, Myrra.”

She laughs, canines showing for a moment but she doesn’t deny it, “So what will they do without you?”

“Knowing Tess, they will train for a while and then go to hunt the Fallen Hero,” I shrug my shoulders, “Tess is smart, so she surely realized how lacking they were.”

“No goodbyes?”

“No goodbyes.” 

“Coward.”

“A bit,” I agree.

All this talking makes me feel a bit better, and telling this to Myrra, who will be gone with the 4th floor, is somewhat easy.

“Are you sad, Myrra?” I ask her.

She laughs, “Such a question, feral one. I have watched my friends I knew for tens, and hundreds of years die. A woman I looked up to my entire life ever since I was a child got her head bitten off, and I saw her mangled corpse,” she continues to smile.

We exit the forest and continue to climb into the mountain. “This is the first time in my life I saw so many lynthari die. For the first time, I fought with my life on the line like this. I was terrified.”

Step after step, I force my body to walk until I can’t anymore and sit down. Even this bit of walking makes my breathing rough, and sweat runs down my body. I feel like throwing up, and my hands shake until I close them into fists.



Myrra joins me, and we look towards Virelia, still some smoke above the city. Even from this distance, we can see the remains of the Living Tree and broken towers and the trees in the city.

“Myrra, how do you become a Champion candidate?” I ask.

Not turning to me, she answers, “The title was given to me by the matriarch, as she was the only one from the lynthari that ever saw Champions and could tell if someone was capable of reaching that. But it’s unofficial. To become a true Champion candidate, you need a Champion to acknowledge you and for the system to accept it.”

She turns to me, “You could call me a fake Champion candidate, feral one, and you wouldn’t be lying.”

“I see,” I nod and get to my feet, stumbling after I take the first step. I force some strength into my legs, and Myrra follows me.

We continue to walk slowly, having conversations, and in that short time, I learn more about her than I’ve been able to in the past few months. Her fears, her hopes. A lot about lynthari and fake Champion candidate Myrra. I also share a lot. Talking feels good right now, especially knowing she won’t tell anyone, and slowly I realize that, as she says, Myrra knows me really well.

She’s continued to observe me ever since we met for the first time, my manners, my movements. She can tell my feelings even through my flat face and can read my mood. Like a cat, she observed me from a distance, nearly unnoticed, and, according to her, fascinated by the things I have done.

We reach the side of a certain mountain after a long walk, and now even my reservoir is slowly replenishing as we delve into the tunnels after touching the walls and activating inscriptions in them, making them light the tunnels.

Our steps sound especially loud down there, and soon we reach the door that I open and then another and enter a big room with an array in the middle.

For the next day, we relax, we heal, and we prepare.

Here, down in the dark tunnels without anyone around, Myrra cries for the first time. She cries for all the lynthari and humans that died. Finally out of sight of everyone, breaking her majestic facade and cracking the mask. It takes only a few minutes, and after that, we don’t talk about it and I do not mention it.

When we are ready, I pull out a few mana stones, put them into the array, and let Myrra activate it. The one-directional array right into the heart of the Colony.

Before stepping into it, I create an orb from tricolored mana and push it to the point it starts glowing bright white and leave it on the ground near the array.

“I guess with this the array will be gone as well as our way out,” Myrra says while looking at the orb.

“Did you change your mind?” I ask.

“Such a dumb question,” she says, and activates the array, transporting us to the heart of the Colony.

            


Chapter 257 - Just two losers


                POV Tess Hansen

A day has passed since the attack of the Colony and the city is still a mess. Lynthari are left without their new matriarch, Myrra. The humans are looking for someone to blame, and rumors about lynthari being invaders are spreading.

Lorven being a traitor, Isola is terribly hurt, and Obelia is reorganizing her guild and moving it to a different building.

Hundreds of dead fill the streets, many of which are destroyed, and a lot of houses are unusable.

It’s not a nice look. But it’s hard to care for all of that while looking at the situation in our group. Hadwin is dead, Nathaniel is gone, Lily is moving like a soulless husk while mumbling that even Nathaniel left her. The twins are blaming Sophie for not doing well enough even after they let her use their skill, and Kim is awkwardly trying to get everyone to get along.

And I as well, am feeling my uselessness during all of that. I know that the enemy we faced wasn’t weak, yet I still feel that I could and should have done more.

I sigh and look at Maya sitting next to me, in the garden of one of the smaller houses that Obelia got for us.

“You are sighing way too much, Tess,” she smiles, but that smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Not everyone can use their skill to block their emotions,” I shoot back at her.

Maya just nods, “So, what are we going to do?”

“Become stronger, obviously.”

“You are not worried about the Colony?”

“I am, the First One was terrifying. But Nat hurt him badly and knowing him, he is after the ant to finish what he started. Especially after what that ant did to Hadwin.”

“But that isn’t the only reason he left,” she says, and I nod.

I continue, “I think it’s better this way, Maya, I really do. We started relying on him way too much, and the fight against the First One was a wake-up call. Yes, the situation was terrible, but in the future, it will probably become way worse.”

“Lily got too attached, Kim followed him like a puppy, and I kept asking him for advice,” Maya counts down, “I mean, these aren’t bad things, there are bigger groups in Hell difficulty than ours doing team play, but I do agree with you that we might have become too comfortable.”

“Yes, that’s why we will be on our own for a while, Maya. We will level up, we will help Lily with Beyond, and we will go and take down the Fallen Hero on our own.”

“And if someone else dies, Tess?”

“I won’t allow it. And if anyone doesn’t want to go, they can stay here for the rest of the tutorial, I won’t blame them.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Maya pokes my shoulder and stands up, “I will speak to Kim and the twins and try to help them a bit. Will you deal with Sophie and Lily? They seem down too.”

“Look at you, giving me orders,” I stand up, with a tired smile on my face.

Maya’s expression is gentle, “I don’t think they’re the only ones that need some help and time to process it all, Tess, so think of yourself too, and if you need help, come to me. You can think of me as a knock-off version of that weirdo.”

I’m the one who wanted this group to happen, and I’m the one who kept urging Nat to join us. I’ve been trying to make us all friends, so I’d better not let it fall apart so easily.

Having Maya worry about me feels weird, but in a nice way, as she said, with her [Focus], she can be like Nat at times. She can be calm and reliable when she needs to be, and she’s smarter than she usually lets on. And now that Hadwin is… I shake my head and push the thought out. There will be time for me to grieve later. 

“Yes, let’s prove that there was a reason for us to end up in Hell difficulty.”

 







 

The room we were transported to before has been destroyed, walls crumbling, crystal pillars missing. As far as I can see, the tunnels are scorched, and burned, with some lingering smoke hanging around, and ant corpses lie scattered across the floor.

Myrra and I start walking, our skills lighting the pitch-black darkness, and our senses constantly scan the area, on the lookout for collapsing tunnels and enemies.

Yet there are none, and minutes turn into hours, the never-ending stream of tunnels empty and void of any life.

At some point, we reach the parts of the tunnels made from that same gray metal that makes up some of the buildings in Virelia. The indestructible one. These parts are only scorched on the surface, and here we finally detect some life. Ants, most of them barely level ten.

There is no hesitation at all as we kill any ant we detect, it doesn’t matter how much they run or that they don’t even try to attack.

Skills activate, fire burns them, and projectiles made of ice pierce them. There is no mercy in our actions, and as we delve into these parts, more of the ants start appearing, and I sense the skill I left on the First One. The connection is weak and really far away, but it’s something we can use for navigation, and we head in this direction.

Once in a while, we reach a dead-end, either a natural one or one caused by the explosion or the ants trying to block us as tunnels made of stone mix with indestructible hallways. We spend days mapping the tunnels and looking for a way through and sometimes even making our own way.

A few times they try to bury us down there, but the anchors I keep leaving behind us always help, and we teleport before we end up buried.

My domain’s reach has also expanded, so I frequently send it as far ahead as I can, creating anchors in different tunnels and transporting us to them.

Other than the ants, no monsters live here, and the only sounds are those of our skills, or their chitin legs against the gray stone or the tunnels that connect to it.

Neither Myrra or I speak much and when we do, it’s usually a short conversation.

We reach a point where the tunnels are blocked with skills alone, as they’re all made from that gray stone that even the ants seem incapable of destroying, so we just bulldoze our way through the monsters. There are no ants able to resist us, and they are barely any trouble between my skills and Myrra’s.

The fake Champion candidate Myrra likes to use fire and ice skills, but often she combines them, creating an element that is hard to describe. Myrra calls it Aurora glass, and it’s a crystalline material with reflective facets that change colors according to how she uses the skill.

I sense that she is using another skill to facilitate the combination, but I don’t question her any further and observe her creation. Myrra is creating barriers from it, sometimes weapons. Once in a while, she creates a surface from Aurora glass, steps through it, and reappears from another surface nearby.

I don’t understand it fully, but it’s a nice way to take my mind off stuff and examine it.

My eyes still hurt, my sight is hazy, and my head isn’t quite back to normal, so I run my passive constantly, fueled by my thermal energy. It’s slowly healing the aftereffects of Mana Wavelength Iris, the trait that allows me to see into the world of mana more than before. But at a cost, as these things always go.

Would this trait have even been offered if I had spent more points on physical stats to better prepare my body for such a trait? Or would it have been withheld if I had gone that way?

It’s something I want to know and might learn, further in the future, along with methods for controlling the black mana. During the fight against the First One, I was able to use it and let it flow through my body, using that mana to power my skills making them much more powerful. It’s most likely something akin to picking Potency over Amplification for a Mana upgrade.

“Anything interesting going through your mind, feral one?” Myrra asks as we sit in the middle of a straight tunnel that stretches on for what feels like forever.

We took a break after the ants tried to drown us and then suffocate us. Surviving it took a toll on both of us.

“The usual stuff, my skills and such,” I respond.

She smiles a bit and leans against the wall, “It’s already been days, aren’t you missing your group?”

I think about it for a bit and then give her an honest answer, “A bit.”

She fixes her hair a bit and her tail continues to sway, “I noticed it before, but you are not easy to rile up or quick to open up to people. You might joke, and spend time with them, but you still like to keep a distance. Tell me, are you scared of letting people get close?”

The way she says it annoys me. It sounds like she is looking for a fight.

Instead of answering, I ask her, “Why are you here, Myrra? Is it really to kill the First One, to protect lynthari, or do you want to take revenge for the matriarch? Or maybe you want to take revenge for yourself? Too ashamed of your fears during the fight and your inability to do more?”

Our eyes meet, neither of us avoiding the gaze of the other, the silence almost threatening. After a few frustrating days down there, both of us are a bit touchy.

Myrra stands up and takes a few steps towards me, her tail standing up in a threatening manner and her pupils wide open. Both of her canines show their full beauty. She is really angry.

“What, not used to a human talking back to you?” I add to the fuel and I see her hand closing into a fist, veins popping on it.

So I add a bit more, “Or maybe you were scared of responsibilities? You didn’t want to end up like your matriarch, tied to her title, and wanted to keep your mostly careless life?”

Mana starts leaking from her and she opens her mouth, “You think it might be your fault that that man died.” She takes another step closer. “But you don’t feel much sadness so that worries you so you decided to run. Hoping they’d either become strong enough to survive so that you could befriend them, or that they would die now before you get too attached.”

Myrra lowers herself, her eyes in line with mine, “Come on, Feral One, deactivate that fucking skill and try to say those words to me again.”

I feel my heart beating wildly just at the thought of turning off [Focus].

She squints her eyes, her mouth turning into a smile, “You won’t do it? So why don’t you attack me instead?”

“Fuck off,” I say instead.

Myrra starts laughing, “Such words lack an impact, hearing them from someone hiding behind skills.”

“Said the pampered lynthari who kept bothering people because they were too fucking bored. Hiding under their matriarch’s skirt, instead of dealing with the Calamities. Maybe if you guys didn’t fuck around all the time and actually did something, she would still be alive.” I say and watch as her face changes.

I continue, “Did it hit too close? Go on, why don’t you attack me?” I mock her.

Myrra does just that. She swings her fist at me and I duck under it, immediately following it with a kick that Myrra dodges with a speed that I barely track.

As on cue, we both use our mana at the same time to strengthen our bodies. Neither of us uses any skills as we decided beforehand and we just attack each other, using our bodies.

Her fist hits my face and rocks my head back as another punch hits my chest, throwing me against the wall. She is faster than me, even as I use the entirety of my mana to strengthen myself. Myrra seems to specialize in dexterity while I’m mostly split between constitution and strength.

A few more blows to my chest and one more to my face, the last one drawing blood. They all hurt, but I hold on and when she attacks again, I let her connect and grab her arm.

Our eyes meet for a second and I bury my knee into her belly, lifting my knee to compensate for her height.

Myrra gasps for air and my fist hits the bottom of her chin. This time it’s her head swinging back, only to rebound as she smashes her forehead into my face, breaking my nose and causing me to stagger backward, dripping blood.

Still I hold on and kick, aiming for her crotch this time and managing to connect.

Myrra groans in pain, shock on her face. “You little bitch,” she gasps and punches me two more times before I manage to avoid the third, throwing a punch to her side, and finally letting go.

More mana roars through her body and she leaps into action.

For several long minutes, we continue, exchanging blows. It’s not pretty and we barely bother avoiding each other’s attacks, as if the pain makes us forget. Blood is drawn, bones are cracked, and we throw each other against the walls as we fight in the long pitch-black tunnel lit by my thermal orbs floating nearby.

Two beings over level 200 fist-fighting like drunkards.

And as the fight progresses, my hold over [Focus] becomes weaker and my attacks reflect that and Myrra grows more aggressive as well. We kick, we scratch, and we bite. Myrra spits blood into my eyes in an attempt to gain an advantage, so I punch her in the neck. She chokes me and I break her finger.

In the end, I throw one last punch at her chin and she staggers and then falls, face against the ground.

With a sigh, I lean against the wall of the tunnel and slide to the ground. My entire body hurts, my bones are cracked, I have wounds all over, and yet I do not use my passive, and breathe heavily.

Myrra lifts her bruised face from the ground and our eyes meet. Both of us have the same expression.

Just two losers.

Unable to stand as she looks into my eyes, she starts using her arms to pull herself closer, crawling towards me. She reaches me and then lays her head on my thigh, turning away from me, and curling up, as her body starts to shake.

Slowly I reach out with my bruised and bloodied hand and gently caress her hair without saying a word.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    A shoutout for Saintess Summons Skeletons releasing on KU! You’ve probably already heard about the story - it’s one of the most followed ones on RR. 
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Saintess Summons Skeletons

She wanted to be a Necromancer, but awakened as a Saint! Somehow her summoned heroes are all undead?

How will the church react when their Saintess summons a skeleton in place of a mighty hero? Sofia isn’t too keen on finding out.

To many a summoned hero, this world looks oh so familiar.

Beastmen, Dwarves, Trolls, Dragons and Elves!

Saints, adventurers, dungeons, maybe an evil demon lord to be vanquished?

A video-game like system! Classes, skills and levels!

Although… why is the system even a thing to begin with?

Do gods really choose saints like you pick your next meal?

There are great powers at work beneath the surface, this is their world, and you’re living in it.

Follow Sofia as she unknowingly gets tangled in power struggles far beyond what she had bargained for.

Be ready for a wild ride. Break a leg, skeleton!



                



Chapter 258 - Ancient array


                We rest for a while, and the power of our stats heals our bodies. In my case, it’s mostly my passive skill doing the work, but it’s good enough.

When we finally continue through the tunnels, I feel a bit different. Weirdly, I feel better, as some of the tension leaves my body, and it seems the same goes for Myrra.

“Fuck, feral one, I didn’t expect you to kick me in the crotch, twice. Do you have no manners?” Even her tone is a bit different now.

“Says the person who spat blood in my face,” I reply.

“Feral One, I bet you there are humans willing to pay me for the experience,” she says.

I stagger in surprise, and she notices, which makes her smile even more. I mean, she is not wrong, but damn.

Thankfully another group of snapjaw ants appears, and I avoid reacting any further. Already used to fighting them, we move quickly, keeping mobile and slowing them with Myrra’s ice and my [Redistribution].

Even with multiple Gravity ants and a Sentinel ant supporting them, we deal with them fairly quickly, and yet another group tries to slow us down.

As always, I can feel my [Tether] far in front of us, meaning the black mana orb is most likely still hampering the leader of the Colony and severely damaging him or messing with his mana control.

Hopefully, it won’t kill him in the end. I have a lot to pay back. I don’t care that I mostly got my ass kicked last time. This time I won’t rely on others. I won’t rely on Lily’s healing or Sophie to slow him down, I will fuck him up on my own. Sure, Myrra will probably want to get in a few hits, but I can live with that.

I have been too reliant on others for too long, and it’s stunted my growth. Instead of trusting in myself, I relied on external help. I will be careful not to do so from now on.

“He is moving again,” I tell Myrra.

We speed up, breaking into a sprint, killing any ants in the way as quickly as possible and reducing the distance in the process. It takes another few hours for us to even get close, and that’s when the first large group attacks us, hundreds of ants fill the tunnel, and it’s impossible to see through the sheer number of bodies.

They block my yellow flames, and a constant barrage of ranged attacks forces us to create barriers to block it. Any attempt to create an anchor in the middle of them and drop a bomb is quickly disrupted.

I quickly create two javelins. I infuse one with disruptive mana and the other with thermal energy. Both of them shoot off quickly one after the other, the former disrupts their barriers and the latter explodes in the middle of their group.

[You have defeated Warrior ant - lvl 168]

[You have defeated Disruptor ant - lvl 159]

[You have defeated Gravity ant - lvl 165]

[You have defeated Spellslinger ant - lvl 195]

[Lvl 205 > Lvl 206]

More attacks follow, and Myrra’s flames envelop the tunnel, maintaining constant pressure. There aren’t many Flame Legion ants, so I also add my flames to the mix, and we slowly burn through them all.

A burst of kinetic energy pushes their smoking bodies aside, and we continue our run and finally reach a room bigger than any we’ve seen in a long time.

The room is cylindrical in shape, and the ceiling seems to stretch on forever. I can’t even see where it ends, and it’s wider than two football fields, it’s impossible to imagine normal humans doing something like this.

But I don’t stare at it in awe, nor do I waste time checking the details. My eyes settle on the ant. The one with the matte black carapace floats near the middle of the room, surrounded by thousands of ants, with even more on the walls. The sheer amount of ants is hard to even count, yet I do not feel worried.

Their leader, the First One, just stands there; he does not attack, and he does not use the mana of the Colony. No, there is a black mana dagger impaling his body, it seems to have reacted with [Tether] and made it impossible to remove from its body. The black dagger constantly pulls on the skills mana and, in a twisted way, keeps [Tether] running.

I feel Myrra tense next to me, her eyes also on the First One.

Armor surrounds my body, I maintain my normal size this time, and I boost my body with the kinetic energy I’ve been collecting, flying right toward the First One. I use bursts of kinetic energy to brush aside any ants in my way and disrupt hundreds of ranged attacks that enter my range, tanking others and using my anchors to avoid those I can’t.

Mana permeates my body, cycling, and flowing like a hurricane, as my new trait activates.

I am immediately assaulted with an overwhelming amount of information, but I keep my eyes glued to the First One, absentmindedly dodging incoming attacks. I watch the waves of invisible mana flow freely through the air, the ambient mana no one controls permeating the world.

And the entire time the First One just stands there, his eyes watching my every move, and then a push of mana from the other ants activates an array underneath him. The amount is enormous, and it needs to be for him to absorb any through that black dagger.

My attack passes through the air as the First One disappears, and I observe the mana swirling in the air; I use my enhanced eyes, I can’t even perceive this otherwise. I watch waves of mana swirl, move, and crash against each other, then point in one direction.

Left without their leader, the remaining ants once again send most of their mana toward where the First One disappeared, and those that rely on physical stats attack us.

It takes just a bit of fighting before we realize that most of the ants are weak. Most of the stronger ones died in Virelia or haven’t returned yet, and even the ones that returned through the array had to spend extreme amounts of mana or even sacrifice themselves to facilitate the transport. Plus, we haven’t seen any mushrooms around in the past few days, and the lack of food seems to have weakened them even further.

And now, they’ve spent most of their mana to allow the First One to disappear somewhere, giving him what remained.

What follows next isn’t even a fight. The ants are weakened, drained of their vitality and mana to keep their progenitor alive, and no matter how many of them jump at us, they are barely a threat to me and Myrra.

Every time it looks dangerous, we escape into the tunnels limiting the number of ants able to attack us, and now barely anyone seems capable of destroying my anchors, and I keep firing my tricolored orbs through their ranks, killing ants in the hundreds.

[Tether - lvl 24 > Tether - lvl 25]

[Tether - lvl 25 > Tether - lvl 26]

[Mana Domain - lvl 26 > Mana Domain- lvl 27]

[Lvl 206 > Lvl 207]

[Lvl 207 > Lvl 208]

[Lvl 208 > Lvl 209]

A few ants group together attempting suicide attacks or trying to endure and drain as much of our mana as possible. They cooperate, creating barriers, and countering our skills. They come up with ways to use skills against us, constantly changing frequencies. My senses are at their peak, and I activate my new trait multiple times, but only for a few seconds at a time to avoid dangerous situations.

The Colony is deadly, but not right now. Most of them are low level and the rest are severely weakened, either sacrificed by the First One or having a need to protect him programmed into them.

Myrra’s Aurora glass allows her to teleport when needed, and she uses it like my anchors to launch attacks. I even saw her create two mirrors from that glass, one to absorb the ants’ attacks and the other one to send it back, but she rarely uses this move, as it seems to be costly and situational.

I duck to the side, as a trapjaw ant passes by me, a blast of kinetic energy burrowing a hole in him. Immediately after, I duck under a projectile and move to the side to avoid another attack.

[Resonance] activates, and I shrug off an attempt to disrupt my armor, grabbing another ant by a leg, pulling it off, and sending it away with a kick.

I jump backward as the bus-sized one charges at me, and my flames burn his face, blinding him until a mana orb lodges in his head, whereupon it expands tearing it apart. I surround myself with thin threads of concentrated mana, they are hard to detect and infused with [Resonance], causing any ant charging into them to be cut apart by wire-like threads. It always takes them a few moments to detect and disrupt them, meanwhile, they kill plenty of them while reducing the number of attacks coming our way.

Another group uses ranged attacks against me, so I duck to reduce my size, and create a small barrier in front of me that I skew a bit so attacks deflect to the side, instead of hitting it directly and consuming more mana.

I add an anchor to one of the javelins and launch it at the ants that attacked me, and when it reaches them, I send a burst of thermal energy through it.

We fight for what feels like hours, and I slip into a rhythm as if hypnotized and keep taking mana from my reservoir.

It doesn’t feel dangerous, and the weakened Colony without their leader or heavy hitters is somewhat more of a chore to deal with. Yet, I feel no pity and no hesitation. I kill every single ant I can see or sense. Each one of them could have been one of the ones sending mana to the First One during that day, indirectly helping him to…

A combined attack from dozens of ants crashes against my chest armor and sends me flying through the room, crashing against the wall. Right after, more attacks bombard me as I lay there. They keep crashing against the [Regalia] infused with [Resonance], barely doing any damage other than wasting my mana.

I push my thoughts to the back of my mind, and putting my hands on my knees, I push myself back to my feet, using [Infusion] to send thermal energy through my armor, making it seem like embers are glowing under the surface.

More attacks hit me, and I boost my body right into them, burning them alive.

When every single ant is dead, we move towards the middle of the room, pushing all mangled, burned, frozen, cut bodies of ants to the side to see the floor. Surrounded by all those corpses, plenty of them as big as a bus, we stare at the damaged array.

“You can fix it, right?” Myrra asks me.

“Yes, but it will take a moment; there are traps left behind, and some parts are really damaged.”

Afterward, I immediately get to work, “Can you bring my bags from the tunnels? I have some stuff I might need in them.”

Myrra nods, “Can do.”

As I get to it, I notice that the array is more damaged than the one in the old mines, and I even have to redirect some of the inscriptions, like using plaster to fix them instead of replacing them.

Once in a while, I activate Mana Wavelength Iris to work on them, and even though it’s extremely taxing, it helps a lot to speed up the process.

“Did you know that when you use that skill, a golden ring appears around your pupil? It’s not too thick, and I can still see the color of your eyes, but around the black of your pupil, that golden circle appears,” Myrra says out of nowhere.

I pause for a moment, “I see,” I nod and continue.

I hadn’t realized until now. I’ve met multiple people with similar effects all of whom have mana circuits in their eyes. Ruby and Obelia, for example, and even Min-Jae’s new eye had some under the surface.

As I work, my mana continues to replenish over the hours I spend on the array, and I still have some left in my reservoir.

When I’m done, we sit there for a bit. Myrra takes out some food and water, and in the same fashion we’ve grown so accustomed to over the past few days, we share food while exchanging a few words. We do not talk much, trying to keep our minds sharp for what is to come.

When we finally feel ready, I activate the array, and Myrra steps in, both of us pulled along and transported.

Appearing on the other side a strong wind hits us, strong enough to push even our strengthened bodies, and I absorb some force from it with [Redistribution].

A chilling cold immediately penetrates my body, but Myrra starts releasing heat around us, and I absorb more of the wind’s kinetic energy until we create a warm, quiet bubble around us.

Looking around, I realize that we are on top of an extremely tall mountain battered by blizzards. The falling snow barely allows us any degree of sight, and after probing the area with my senses, I detect only more mountains and another array.

Gesturing to Myrra, I start walking, releasing a bit of absorbed kinetic energy to blow off the snow until we reach a cave, which we enter.

Unlike the surrounding area, there is no snow in the cave, and lights glow on the wall, likely the work of the First One as he passed by to activate another array, keeping the last bits of mana he received as he left. This array is a bit different and seems to be much older than the ones I’ve seen before. The design is more robust and less efficient as if it was made by someone who didn’t care how much mana it would take to activate. Someone with a high enough mana pool to ignore that.

The array is not damaged at all, the First One was probably incapable of doing so.

As I send my senses to it, I start examining it and where it leads with the help of my new trait. I follow the trail of mana, and when I see where it points and get an estimate of the distance it transports over, I almost feel like laughing.

The one-directional array in front of me leads to a place somewhere high above us. To a place in the orbit of the planet.

            


Chapter 259 - What will you do now?


                One of the reasons the First One teleported so far is to put distance between me and the anchor I left on him. Probably in hopes of cutting off my connection and getting rid of the black mana dagger. Or the reason could be completely different.

Staying over the ancient array, I hear a soft ding of the notification and open the system. Going through the options, I notice that a side quest was added.

Side quest: Save Virelia from annihilation

Reward: 1000 shards

I turn to Myrra, “What is up there? Did the matriarch leave any info on it?”

Debris, or something, we were curious about it, and tried to dig up information on it, yet we couldn’t find anything concrete. Just a bunch of disjointed rumors.

The tall, white-haired lynthari releases more heat, pushing against the chilly air up here on this impossibly high mountain. I notice that the longer we are here, the worse the cold gets. Still, this place is strangely beautiful. Devoid of life, leaving us with the clear white snow, and the sound of roaring wind, with snowflakes darting wildly around. The only sign of life is the partially charged array the First One left behind, and it’s slowly losing the mana that charged it.

“Remains of the war between lynthari and humans. The lynthari Absolute’s base was there before getting destroyed, orbiting around the planet, allowing him to move anywhere he wanted. But Feral one, even the matriarch, didn’t think there was any way left to get there. This,” she points at the array, “shouldn’t exist anymore.”

I probe the array with my senses and examine it more closely.

The side quest and its timing most likely mean that the First One is trying to destroy Virelia. Either because of his programming or he just wants to finish what he started and hurt Myrra and me for hunting him down.

Myrra says something behind me, but I filter it out and examine my body. My mana has rebounded for the most part, I even have some in reserve, and I have over three thousand shards in case I need something.

The floor quest isn’t finished, so that means the First One is still alive, meaning he survived the transport and wherever he is, it is livable or he wouldn’t survive in his weakened state.

I step into the array and look at Myrra.

She laughs shortly and without hesitation steps into the circle as well. There is no more need for words, and she only smiles, her posture confident.

An armor made of aurora glass forms around her epic armor. It’s beautiful, almost like a work of art with thousands of multi-colored surfaces slightly reflecting the light.

I activate [Regalia] as well, blue armor surrounding my body including my head, the helmet doesn’t have a visor. I make it as airtight as I can. I strengthen my armor as I prepare [Infusion]. Then, I fill the array with my mana, immediately appreciating the different circuits expertly inscribed into the circle. They are simple and elegant, not very efficient, but they are easy to work with.

I reactivate what mana remains from the previous charge and add more of mine, much more, feeling a massive drain. One after another, parts of the array light up, as my mana flows through them, reactivating it.

Lost in my work, I want to use more mana, but then I realize that we’ve already arrived. The transportation was extremely smooth and I barely noticed it.

A quiet hum welcomes me and a myriad of inscriptions surround us. Most of them have been deactivated for hundreds of years and some of them were reactivated mere hours ago. The room is relatively small and circular. There are no windows, just walls made out of the gray stone that I’ve seen so often lately. The same indestructible stone that made up some of the tunnels we passed through and a few of the buildings in Virelia.

I observe Myrra’s movements as she gestures to me to wait and her helmet disappears.

With fascination, I watch as she inhales a few times and flicks her tongue, tasting the air for a moment.

“It seems fine,” she says.

My helmet disappears, but I keep armor around my body, just in case.

The air I’m breathing feels weird, somewhat chemical or artificial. Fake, maybe? As if it’s been through dozens of filters or left to stagnate in a poorly ventilated room.

“This way,” I tell her and start walking towards my anchor.

The First One is not far.

Side by side, we walk through the dimly lit hallway, the architecture is radically different from anything we’ve seen so far. Simple, functional. Even the lights are just lines on the walls without any twists or decorations, just a straight line releasing a dim orange light.

We continue carefully, watching every step, examining every hallway, ready for anything. As we’ve been hunting the First One, we’ve learned about all sorts of traps and gotten used to constant danger and watching our steps.

But there is nothing. No traps, there’s barely any mana to be felt, and it’s eerily quiet except for a constant hum somewhere in the distance. It starts to feel like we are underground once more until we reach the window.

At first, we hesitate, seeing a panel of glass, our senses probing, looking for weaknesses, for traps. I detect the First One too and he is still a few minutes off. So I take a few last steps towards the window, Myrra carefully following behind me.

Then, we stand there for a long minute, staring out the window.

I don’t think I’ve ever been so lost for words. So lost for thought. The view in front of me makes it hard to do anything else but stare. My worries, my problems, my need for revenge, all of them become so distant. So unimportant.

So small.

Behind a window the size of a small car, a planet is surrounded by pitch-black darkness with a few stars glowing dimly so far off.

The planet is so far below us and no matter how giant it is, it looks so small right now.

Myrra’s planet, the Waning Realm as the system called it, is half covered in snow and wild mountains that stretch across large swaths of the surface, a wild beautiful shade of white. The bottom half of the planet is made of rocky ground and green continents with a few seas with clear blue color. Clouds lazily float across it.

It’s beautiful. A view I didn’t think I would ever see in my life.

I want to see things like this. I want to see them more often. I want to reach that level where even things like this will become normal. And I will get there.

But there is something I need to do first.

I step away from the window, back to the hallway, and continue to walk towards my anchor.

Barely able to take her eyes off the view, Myrra follows me.







We pass through a room with a glass floor that makes it terrifying to walk through. Nothing changes and this place seems as solid as before, yet there is this irrational worry that our steps alone could break it like normal glass.

Then we enter a room with another window, this one turned to the opposite side. A view of infinite darkness behind with lonely stars shining by.

We also detect one of the First One’s traps, trying to tear a hole in the wall and throw us into space.

I don’t think it would be able to damage it, yet I still disrupt it and notice a few thin threads of mana that I take care of.

At some point, this place we are in starts shaking and the hum intensifies as if we started moving.

So that’s how it is.

The First One plans to use this place, a reminder of an era passed long by, and crash it into Virelia, hoping to kill us in the process.

I create a domain around myself and try to place an anchor behind the walls, out in space. And I fail; my senses can’t pierce the walls any more than the void outside can get in. We are trapped here and the shaking intensifies and as we pass by the window I can see that we are moving, passing through other debris, and remains of what used to be a much grander build. Some other debris crashes against us, making us shake even more, yet the damage is none or minimal.

I check the anchor I left on the snowy mountain with the array and it’s too far. I can send my mana there, yet teleporting seems to be impossible, the amount of mana I have is simply not enough.

So we continue. We destroy the traps and pass through the rooms, ignoring the wonders that surround us, until we reach the center of all of it.

There the First One waits. A black carapace that seems to absorb light itself and a dagger impaling him through the back close to his head, constantly absorbing the majority of his mana.

The ant steps away from the pillar, barely any mana is left inside his body and he is forced to rely on the strength of his physical stats. He takes a few more steps, moving even further back, and just stands there, our figures reflecting hundreds of times in his compound black eyes.

Myrra hisses, about to charge him, but I put my hand on her, “Check the pillar first.”

She tries to get away from me, but I strengthen my body and pull her back, “He did something. Check. The. Pillar. First. There aren’t any traps and I probably won’t be able to activate it as it’s only meant for lynthari,” I repeat.

Myrra curses but does so as I take a few steps, keeping myself between the black ant and the white-haired lynthari.

Just looking at the creature makes my blood boil, but I push all those thoughts to the back of my mind, though some of them surface, even through [Focus].

As if in answer the First One clacks his mandibles a few times, a soft snapping sound echoing through the room.

“We are falling,” Myrra says.

“Can you tell where?” I ask.

After a minute Myrra confirms what I was thinking, “The trajectory has already been calculated… it’s going to strike Virelia…” her voice breaks in the end.

Mana radiates from her but she quickly takes it under control and channels it into the pillar, the vibrations weakening and through kinetic energy, I feel our movement slowing. Myrra is using her mana to power the base and keep us in orbit.

The First One clacks his mandibles.

“Not enough, I don’t have enough mana!” she pushes more and more of it, weakening herself near our enemy. Hoping to redirect the base.

The feeling of the ant looking right into my eyes flows through me and there is even a question I can read or feel from him.

What will you do now?

The ant brought us here in hopes of cutting the connection to the tether. When it didn’t work, he launched the base at Virelia, and now here he is, waiting for us to waste mana stopping the base, to weaken ourselves. To stay trapped here with him.

He wants us to waste mana, not even for a moment giving up on his attempts to kill us. And seeing the way he looks at us, we will need to use most of our mana to stop the base from falling on Virela, I’m sure he calculated that. Using some of it to fight him would make stoping the base impossible.

“Cheeky little fucker, aren’t you?” Not taking my eyes off him, I take a few steps back and put my hand on the pillar.

Without any hesitation, I release my mana and push it inside. I start infusing all of it, the mana from my body and reservoir as well.

“Myrra, I bet this base has some kind of radar, so find the place with the largest number of ants.” 

This ant is smart. I do not believe we’ve gotten all of the Colony. No, he most likely saved some and hid them to rebuild the Colony after killing us.

I continue, “And then when you find a place with enough ants, crash us into it.”

The First One freezes, his mandibles stop moving, a sheer surprise to be felt even from his monstrous body.

I place an anchor near the pillar and start sending my mana to it, and even with my gradually decreasing reserves, I step into his way.

What will you do now?

The ant’s body moves, and he rushes to stop us.

            


Chapter 260 - The last of the Colony


                There isn’t any mana radiating from the First One, all of it has been sucked up by the black dagger tethered to his body. He is just using the sheer strength of his stats.

Using my mana as effectively as I can, I block his body, and the armor surrounding my body disappears, reforming only at the point of impact with the black ant.

I channel mana towards the pillar where Myrra, trusting in me to protect her, continues to steer the orbital base and looking for signs of ants to target.

Seeing how desperately The First One attacks me, my assumptions are probably right, there is indeed a smaller Colony he plans to return to and rebuild after dealing with us. The leader of the Calamity never gave up in the first place.

His attacks are quick and hard-hitting, but they are far from what they were when he attacked Virelia, and neither are mine.

Both of us are tired, our reserves low, reducing us to a lowly brawl with weak bursts of our skills.

He tries to get to the pillar and cracks his mandibles together in an attempt to cut it apart with his ranged attack, but I stick my hand in the way and cover it with dense armor, blocking it and getting a cut on my arm.

Then my fist moves, a thin spike forming around it, and I stab it deep into his body. When I try to enlarge it, the mana gets pulled in by the black dagger, and even the armor around my arm flickers.

All this time I feel the First One’s attempts to cancel out the anchor binding the dagger to him, and as before, I continue to channel my mana into it to keep it from being destroyed by him or the black dagger.

An attack throws my body to the side, and I sacrifice a bit of my mana to shoot a projectile boosted by kinetic energy at his head, which he dodges, and I’m back to attacking him before he can charge Myrra.

“I need more mana!” the lynthari shouts.

As requested, I channel more of my mana into the anchor near the pillar. I do not hesitate to weaken myself, and instead of using it against the ant, I send it to the base.

The First One’s panicked attempts to stop it warm my heart. His demeanor cracks. His movements are quick and desperate, and his attempts to cancel my anchor or control the black dagger reach a peak.

And I’m here. I block his way. I take on his attacks. I sacrifice my mana to destroy his plans even in exchange for more wounds on my body.

At some point, a laugh comes out of my mouth, as I break one of his legs and kick him away from the pillar. Then even more of my mana flows out of me, and the base shakes even more, a sure sign of Myrra’s work.

The First One attempts some sort of mental attack against me, but I shrug it off with my Mantle and use some mana to stop it from reaching Myrra. Unlike before, I feel happiness as I deplete my mana. Every drop I send to the pillar means more pain caused to the black ant.

In the end, he stops moving and just stands there, staring at me.

Nearly all of my mana is gone, and Myrra finally changes the trajectory, spending most of her mana as well.

“Ten minutes until impact. He won’t be able to change the trajectory anymore, I locked it,” Myrra says.

Instead of answering her, I continue to smile and talk to the First One, “I know what your plan is. You will wait for us to get close to the point of impact and connect to the Colony to get their strength and maybe use it to stop the crash.”

My mana is slowly regenerating, all in preparation for the final clash. I don’t want to fight now, no, I want the First One to watch his plans get demolished, his Colony to get destroyed. And only then will I finish him, letting him know his place.

“Or you might be trying to get rid of the dagger again. Maybe you want to kill Myrra and me once you get some power from the remaining ants. ” I take a step closer. “But you will fail.”

Oh, is that why some assholes like to monologue so much? I know that I hated Elydor and Emeric when I heard their cocky monologues. Back then I was curious why they acted like that, why they talked that way.

Yet, now I’m doing the same.

It’s so silly it makes me giggle once more, all my hate brought to the surface just by looking at the enemy in front of me.

Minutes pass and the base takes on more turbulence. Through the window, I can see the planet growing closer, the clouds closing in, and the fire caused by friction.

I form a small orb next to me and place an anchor on it. Myrra prepares her attacks.

Then the First One receives the first wave of mana and strength from the Colony, a few seconds before crashing. A majestic power surrounds his pitch-black body and the glow in his eyes changes. The black dagger dissolves, as the leader of the Colony finally manages to dispel it. He immediately removes the anchor I left on him.

He snaps his mandibles and I pull Myrra down, avoiding the slash that cuts through the air where we stood.

The entirety of the First One’s mana attempts to slow the movement of the base, he tries to absorb it. He tries multiple skills at once, the pressure destroying him even as he immediately regenerates his body in exchange for the lives of the Colony.

And I disrupt his attempts.

My Mana Wavelength Iris activates, allowing me to quickly decipher the frequency and I disrupt all his attempts. The mana that The First One has right now is too much for me to fight against, so I just find the trigger, the important part of the skills, the threads that it can’t work without. And I snap them without mercy.

[Resonance - lvl 39 > Resonance - lvl 40]

Congratulations, you have completed a side quest and received a skill upgrade token!

Then it’s too late, the base too close to the ground. The ant’s eyes meet mine and for the first time, I can see the emotion in them despite their alien nature. It’s hate.

Good.

My domain activates around as big an area as I can and I absorb kinetic energy around Myrra and me as we crash against the ground. Time feels as if slowed down and I constantly look for something, while the walls around us crumble and bend, an immense amount of energy around us.

Then I find it, a crack in the base, and finally, my domain passes through, creating an anchor outside of it.

I grab Myrra and transport both of us outside and right after I launch my orb as far as possible.

A second passes, the amount of energy and heat around us is immense and putting a strain on me, and only then do I activate the anchor, transporting us to the orb that has traveled quite far in the meantime. I repeat it until I’m almost out of mana.

Myrra creates a barrier around us and we wait and fight against the shockwave and waves of heat as they pass over us. There is nowhere to hide as the sand dunes surrounding us are thrown into the air as the ones closer to the impact melt in place.

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 15]

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 80]

[You have defeated Sentinel ant - lvl 164]

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 67]

[You have defeated Worker ant - lvl 88]

[You have defeated Flame Legion ant - lvl 115]

[Lvl 210 > Lvl 211]

I try to stand up from behind Myrra, but I stagger and fall to my knees, my head throbbing and hurting like crazy, and my vision blurs, I can barely see with one eye.

Standing up again, I push Myrra to the side and start walking towards the impact site, my feet burrowing into the hot sand thrown aside in waves, creating a deep crater of melted material, the heat palpable in the air.

In the center of that hole, a base lies, a building made of gray stone and of a shape I can hardly describe right now, with all the broken pieces everywhere. The base, by my estimates, used to be as big as a small shopping mall.

Absorbing the heat around me, I step toward the edge of the giant crater and start sliding down toward the center of the explosion. I roll a few times, get burned twice, and I still barely see with one of my eyes, yet I reach the base.

A scan detects me, and the black ant crawls from inside. Wounds all over his carapace, unable to be healed anymore, all the remaining vitality of the Colony used to keep him alive.

My mana encompasses the area, and I find only corpses of the ants and even the notifications have stopped. The explosion has set the subterranean tunnels ablaze causing the explosion that killed them.

The First One is the last one standing.

Surrounded by the debris of the orbital base, and heat strong enough to melt the sand into glass, the ant takes a step towards me.

It’s a wobbly step, a few of its legs are broken.

I feel Myrra’s mana move, but I don’t stop her, and a barrage of Aurora glass hits the ant from the side, cutting him in half, the back half remaining behind in the sand.

Yet the ant doesn’t stop. He falls to the ground and starts using his remaining functional leg to pull himself closer to me.

Slowly, second after second, he moves closer. Sticking a leg in front, burrowing it into the sand, and pulling, half of his body sliding on the ground.

The entire time I feel his attempts to connect to my mind. It’s not an attack, only an attempt at communication. Either hateful words, maybe begging, maybe something entirely else. 

And I won’t let it connect, not even to give one last word to the leader of the Calamity.

He finally reaches me, and his cracked mandibles snap around my shin, trying to cut it. The First One bites over and over again, his weak attack dealing no damage at all, not even piercing my skin.

Feelings roar inside me for a moment and then there is a strange calm. I stare at this being, strong enough to be considered capable of reaching the rank of Champion and kinetic energy flows through my right leg.

Then I stomp on his head.

[You have defeated Hive Confluence Sentinel - lvl 264]

[Lvl 211 > Lvl 212]

[Lvl 212 > Lvl 213]

[Lvl 213 > Lvl 214]

 

Congratulations! You’ve successfully completed the 4th floor’s main quest in the fifth round of the tutorial for Hell difficulty. An entrance to the 5th floor has been created.

 

Next to me, the portal to the 5th floor opens.

I stomp again, the sand exploding under my feet and turning what remains of the First One into mush. And again, sending more kinetic energy through my leg, I stomp as hard as I can. Again and again, until my leg hurts and even what energy I have been able to recover is gone.

I receive 1,000 shards and a skill upgrade token from completing side quests, and then another side quest appears.

Side quest: Kill the Calamity

Reward: 4000 shards

 

Attention, a milestone reached. Entry into Irreversible Narrative Progression has been detected for group 4. In accordance, the Community Interface with other groups will now be deactivated.

 

I open Beyond Community.

Sset - We’ve also completed our quest and the entrances have appeared, but we will be staying.

Noname -Take care.

Sset -Yes.

After that, I close the Community.

Myrra slides into the crater, moving slowly, tired and devoid of mana. Even then, she looks at the remains of the black ant and burns them to ash.

“You keep looking there,” she turns towards the entrance to the 5th floor, “Judging from how you move your eyes, it’s about my height and a few times wider. But I can’t see or sense anything.”

Neither of us wants to talk about what just happened, so we shift the conversation to something else.

“I will try to explain it later,” I say, and Myrra nods. “How about we rest for a while and examine what remains of the base?”

Myrra follows my gaze, curiosity also showing on her tired face. “Let’s do that.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Ehm, so, surprisingly today it is 1 year since I started posting on RoyalRoad. Who would have expected that there would be so many people reading and enjoying my story? I’m still shocked I was able to trick you into reading, and that you guys have fallen for it. At the same time, I’m super thankful.

So thanks to all my beta readers: Budspud, Jabber, JJtooly, Khanalas, Monsar, Ranzpunzel, and Rusty. They help a lot and notice a lot (really a LOT) of things I wouldn’t by myself. They help with grammar and often have really good suggestions!

Also, thanks to all my Patrons. Having people willing to support me or pay for the advanced chapters is still something I’m not used to. Imposter syndrome is still real! 

A big thanks for all the reviews that I reread dozens of times when I need a bit of motivation. Thanks for all the comments that make me excited to read them every morning. Seeing people theorize about my story and share their thoughts and feelings is something amazing.

And I can’t forget the people over on Discord. So shoutout to them as well!

So, anyway, 260 RR chapters in 365 days? Not bad, right? I didn’t need to go on hiatus, nor did need to take a break. But most importantly, I have a lot of fun writing and exploring the characters and the world I have created.

Hooray then to another year, hooray to more floors, and hooray beyond the tutorial.

 

Have a nice weekend and see you next week!



                



Chapter 261 - Neither wrong nor right


                In the end, we rested for over two days, one of us sleeping while the other took watch. After those two days, I feel much better. I even sacrifice some shards to buy food and water, which I share with Myrra. When she starts asking too many questions about where it comes from, the system interferes, and from then on, she acts like it’s normal.

Such a display of control by the system over natives is disturbing, but knowing there’s nothing I can do, I try to ignore it.

I look towards the small crater where the First One died. I don’t know what I expected, but I feel empty. 

It’s not like I can say revenge isn’t worth it. Not at all. That bitch had to go down. It’s just that the joy I felt for killing him is slowly diminishing, and I know in a few days he will become just a memory. An enemy dealt with, a step on my way towards wherever this all leads me. Just a fake, the only proof of his existence, the empty hole left by Hadwin.

While Myrra sleeps, I sell the skill upgrade token after examining all the options for upgrading my skills. I make sure to remember the most useful ones as it helps me understand my skills and what should be possible. Even then, I follow the plan I made long ago and decide not to upgrade any of my skills.



Do you really want to sell the following item for 5000 shards?

Skill upgrade token

Yes/No



I confirm, and my shards increase. Thinking back on the skill upgrade token I sold last time, I only got 2500 shards, and this time I received 5000, meaning there is most likely a rarity to skill upgrade tokens as well.

After trying for a while, I confirm that I can’t claim my rewards for clearing this Floor’s main quest, I will likely need to enter the 5th floor to receive them.

Floor quest:

Destroy one of the 4 Calamities

 

Rewards:

Epic Passive skill

Skill upgrade token

2000 Shards

60 stat points

Access to other Communities

More shards, access to other communities, and mainly an epic passive skill. Then there’s the matter of the 9000 shards I already have. I could buy another passive if I wanted to, or I could wait for the 5th floor or maybe wait for the rest of group 4 to deal with another Calamity.

They received a confirmation for clearing this quest even though they weren’t here, likely indicating that floor rewards will be received by the whole party even if only a single member clears the quest. And knowing the system, all such rewards will only be distributed once we reach the next floor.

So yeah, let’s wait and buy ourselves a juicy epic passive. Thinking about it, I may receive 2 epic passives on the 5th floor, so that’s really something.

My increased level is now over 200, a new trait, my plans for improving the kinetic mana heart, another round of active tempering, and enchanting experiments with black mana. There is so much to do as always, but I like it. Things like this are good at taking my mind off useless stuff.

“Thinking again?” Myrra stretches, her tail twitching as she does so.

We are currently, in the massive crater the crash made, we’ve set up a tarp over the area, creating a nice shady patch in the middle of this desert.

I already ditched my warmer clothes for a more comfortable set and at times I even absorb heat from my skin and release it to cool off. At some point, I even split my mind with [Focus] using a portion to keep it running constantly. There are no enemies, no monsters, nothing, so I can handle the mana expenditure quite easily.

We’ve found ourselves at the edge of the desert where the fallen hero wanders, from what Myrra has told me.

“You are doing it again,” the tall lynthari complains.

“And what will you do about it?” I shoot back.

Myrra blinks a few times. “You used to be so cute back when I first met you. So careful and shy,” she shakes her head.

“That was long ago. ” I get up on my feet. “Ready to examine the base?”

She answers in the affirmative and quickly stands up. Being a lynthari, she gets bored quite easily, especially without anything interesting happening.

“Looking at the materials, I suspect that the orbital base, parts of Virelia, and many of the tunnels the colony took over were made by a lynthari Champion or their Absolute.” Her hand slides across the surface of the base as we enter through the ruined section.

The material is extremely durable and it took falling about a hundred miles from orbit and crashing into the earth to even damage it.

“Someone probably had a skill related to creating and manipulating stone. Look at it, it’s all made from the same material,” I offer as

Myrra lights up our surroundings, “Or they could convert normal materials.”

The base is tilted, and some of the tunnels have collapsed as we delve deeper inside, looking for traps that could have been left behind by the previous owners and the First One.

At least it’s cooler here than it was outside, so we take it slowly, examining the rooms and tunnels, looking for anything useful. But like the orbital base: It’s empty, the rooms cleared of nearly everything. There are no mana stones bearing messages and no personal belongings. Just long tunnels and empty rooms.

The only worthwhile parts about it are the inscriptions I get to examine, marking some down onto cheaper mana stones. Myrra finds another pillar, which she activates making use of her lynthari heritage and starts searching for anything useful.

What she does find are mere tidbits of information, most of the useful data has been cleared, either by the previous owner before leaving the base or the system, and we learn next to nothing from it.

Myrra can somewhat control the base, but to make it run as before would require skills neither of us possess to repair it.

The most useful thing we get from all of this is a map of arrays. The old ones from the war, which have mostly been destroyed, and the newer ones the base’s scan found when Myrra was looking for remains of the Colony.

We give it a few more days in hopes of finding anything useful, but in the end, we give up and head towards the closest array. 

I have a strong suspicion that Myrra has figured something out, but she is trying to hide it and her behavior is off.

For now, I decide to let it be and observe a bit longer.

And so we travel through the dunes, either running or flying when we get bored. We are surrounded by a never-ending field of golden dunes that look exotic and nice at first, but the repetitive view becomes stale after a few days. The weather is too hot for my liking as well, but Myrra seems to be enjoying it. Her ears twitch and her tail sways as she seems to absorb the heat with an expression of joy.

“I won’t return to Virelia,” she says to me as we stop for a short break.

The sun shines on her as she clamps her eyes shut. Her white hair shining especially bright.

“Please don’t ask, I have my reasons and I will tell you sooner or later. Is that ok with you?” The determination in her voice is clear.

I see no problem in agreeing, and respond, “Sure.”

She opens her eyes and looks at me, same as I’ve been watching her and a subtle smile graces her lips.

The two of us really are alike in many ways, aren’t we? It’s kind of nice because it prevents conflict. Kind of. But it’s also annoying because she seems to understand what I’m thinking, and I’m not used to that.

 







 

We reach the array and spend some time digging it out from under tonnes of sand and then I have to spend more time fixing it. All while the white-haired lynthari sunbathes nearby with her eyes constantly on me.

“Freeloader,” I snap at her.

“I’ve heard worse,” she answers, unbothered, and turns her face towards the sun.

While pushing my mana into the array and checking it for any leaks, I open the community. Beyond Community is still working, even though the system turned off the others.

Gareth -I’m sorry to hear that, Sset! I hope it will get better for you guys. As for your question, Maximilian and Jakub can still access the Hell community, as well as other groups, so it’s most likely only you.

Savant -You guys probably killed the Calamity, right? That’s why your Community got blocked. And us being able to talk means that you decided to stay and haven’t entered the 5th floor yet.

Gareth -Oh, you are smart as always, Savant!

Sset -Yes, we did. I see no reason to keep it a secret.

Gareth -Our group hasn’t even started yet! We are still in Virelia, and everyone seems to be having fun with the guild and enjoying some rest. Meanwhile, we’ve done some information gathering and been trying to get to know some of the lynthari and guild masters.

Sset - Gareth, do more of you plan to enter Beyond?

Gareth - A few wanted to, but I convinced them to change their mind. Most of us have already used upgrade tokens too.

Savant - So nice of you. It’s easier to control your group if you are the strongest, right?

Gareth - Yes.

Savant - How unexpected of you to admit it so easily.

Gareth - I’m their leader, so it’s my responsibility to choose the way. Risking their life in Beyond is not something they need to do. Just me going through it is fine, my friend.

Sset - What if they want to?

Gareth - If they decide to do so, I will help and will work hard to prepare them. That much is expected of me, of course. But they trust my decision.

Savant - Disgusting.

Sset - They might end up being too reliant on you.

Gareth - Sset, from the way you talk I can tell that you are still very young, so allow me to explain. It’s not bad that they rely on me, it’s not wrong to look for someone to lean on in these situations. It’s even to be expected.

With interest, I watch the conversation, forgetting about my mana flowing through the array.

Gareth - I have decided to take on this responsibility and be that person for them. I will protect them as much as I can, and we will cooperate so all of us can improve, together. So that we not only survive but get through this with people we can rely on.

Noname - What if they die? What will you do then?

Gareth - First, I’m sorry for your loss, Noname, I heard a lot of good things about Hadwin from Jakub. I’m sure he will be missed by a lot of people. And to answer your question, we would grieve and prevent it from happening again. Death is something to be expected under these conditions, but not something we take lightly.

Noname - What if you die?

Gareth - I am really strong. I won’t die, and will do my best to not let any of them die under my watch, and I will make sure they are prepared for the case I’m not around.

Noname - You are wrong.

Gareth - I’m neither wrong nor right, my friend. The same goes for you.

I look away from the window, thinking about what Gareth said. There are some things I like about it and some I really don’t.

But in the end, he still feels suspect to me, and I’m more inclined to Savant’s opinion that Gareth just wants to be strong enough to control his group, and this is just a mask.

As I’m about to close the window I notice one more message.

Sset -Grumpy entered Beyond’s first trial.

            


Chapter 262 - Revisiting


                “I will need a bit more time for this,” I tell Myrra.

“Sure, I will keep watch,” she answers and continues to sunbathe without any shame.

Immediately, I open the Community again and wait.

During the time I spent helping her before the fight against the Calamity, Lily improved a lot and I don’t believe she entered Beyond unprepared. The problem is that the trials are customized to the person taking them, testing their weaknesses and forcing them to improve their skills, so there is a limit to how much you can prepare.

I examine my feelings; there is a hint of worry and satisfaction. Lily could have entered Beyond anytime after I left, and her doing it now means that it wasn’t an emotionally motivated decision. She probably thought about it on her own and decided that she was ready, without so much as letting Tess know. I know how Tess would react.

It’s what I wanted, and that’s where Gareth and I disagree. Savant and I seem to think alike, and Gareth is nearly the opposite of our opinion, while Tess is somewhere in the middle.

Noname -How has she been the past few days?

Sset -Mostly fine. After Hadwin died, she threw the bow away and decided to fight close range.

Oh, I think I can see why she made that decision. Lately, she’s played the role of a ranged combatant/healer. Seeing others get hurt probably forced her hand, and so she’s decided to fight on the frontlines using [Disintegration] atclose range and relying on [Reconstruction] to keep her alive.

I can understand that, considering what happened last time.

Sset - She should be fine.

And so, we wait, constantly checking the timer, counting down the hour, and keeping an eye on the number of people in Hell difficulty.

Easy difficulty 1340/2000

Normal difficulty870/1000

Hard difficulty 259/500

Hell difficulty 44/250

Beyond5/10

I find it hard to focus on anything else, so instead of working on the array, I just toggle in between the timer and member count. It’s silly, honestly, as if it would even help. As the time grows closer, my eyes stay glued to the counter.

10 seconds

5 seconds

1 second

Beyond 5/10 > Beyond 6/10

Gareth - Group 4 is a bit crazy if I have to say so myself.

Grumpy -Hello.

Gareth -Welcome, Grumpy! Good job!

Sset -I’m glad you’re ok. Where are you at the moment?

Grumpy - Nearby, I will come to you. Is he here?

Noname - Hey, good job with the first trial.

Grumpy - …

Grumpy - When are you coming back?

Noname -When you guys deal with the Calamity. Sset can tell you more.

Grumpy - You promised you’d owe me after we saved Soph and the twins. So you better keep your word.

Noname -Yes.

After that, we exchange a few more words, and reaching the time limit the Community turns off.

Lily seems to be anxious and unhappy, but it’s not an easy thing to solve. She’s just that kind of person and she is the only one that can deal with it. I, on the other hand, have decided to be selfish and stop worrying so much about others. Yes, I have decided to stay with the group after the start of the 4th floor, but not to this point. I’m not like Gareth and never will be.

I quickly fix the array and turn to Myrra, “Ready.”

Unlike before, when we used charged mana stones and items to activate it, I’m fully capable of operating it on my own without any items. There is almost no need for mana stones, as there are only two of us, and I will be able to handle the expenditure with my own mana.

“I thought you were losing your touch, feral one. It took you quite a long time.”

“You know, I’ve slowly lost all the respect I ever had for lynthari,” I won’t let her bully me.

She nods seriously, “That’s what often happens when you get strong. You’ve just reached a level of strength above our own, so you’ve lost your sense of mystique and reverence for us. It’s obvious that you would feel differently now.” Myrra enters the array and stands next to me, “I’ve changed a bit as well. Without the matriarch and her personality affecting us, all lynthari will change.”

I almost ask what she thinks is happening in the city now, but I change my mind. Myrra must know something that’s making her reluctant to return, and I’m sure I will find out before the floor ends.

What I find sad is that there might be a war coming, and Eris’ last words come to me. The ancient lynthari loved her kin and humans alike. She created a system that allowed them to coexist however strange and even put her life on the line to protect the future of both races.

And with her sacrifice, she only hoped for two things. For humans not to blame young lynthari who never participated in the war and for the two races to get along. A simple, naive wish coming from someone who fought in the war of Champions and Absolutes.

I cut off this line of thought as I activate the array. After a lot of testing, preparation, and a few minutes of charging, both Myrra and I disappear from the desert.

The desert view is replaced by a rocky area with a forest to the right and far in the distance, I can see the towers of the Old Capital.

“I see that we have a few scavengers here already,” Myrra’s canines show as we detect the presences around us.

It’s probably the camps they set up while their members go through the city.

“Want to bet that they started moving the second the First One ran from Virelia?” I offer.

“I won’t bet with you on that. It would be too easy for you. I just thought I ordered a blockade of all the arrays, but it looks like there are some we didn’t know about.”

The end of the floor is approaching, so there is no need to hesitate or be nice. Myrra also speaks of the scavengers with disdain, so I do not hesitate to move toward one of the camps.

On the way, I purposefully trigger one of the detection stones they’ve left around the camp and it sends a signal.

“Hey! You two! We know about you, so come out!” someone shouts and even tries to pressure us with his mana.

Still using Mana Cycling to hide my mana, I do as I’m told as a curious Myrra follows me.

“Fuck, another lynthari,” the man sighs when we get close to each other.

Ten or so humans surround us.

[Elemental Mage - lvl 141]

[Shadow Assassin - lvl 128]

[Terra Guardian - lvl 152]

[Storm Raider - lvl 129]

…

All of them are close in level and show no visible signs of alliance to any guild.

“I have to tell you that we have the support of high-ranking lynthari, miss, so I will need to ask you to leave,” he says towards Myrra. He talks carefully, bluffing with a partial truth.

Well, we did expect a few lynthari to try this kind of thing.

“Oh my, feral one, what are we going to do? Should we leave?” Myrra’s eyes glow in the dim light and her fluffy tail twitches a bit, showing her playful mood and annoyance at being told off.

Some things do not change so easily.

“Give me everything you retrieved from the Old Capital,” I say simply to the people surrounding us.

At that moment, I stop focusing on cycling my mana and allow some of it to leak. Before they can even say anything, the pressure of my mana hits them, and no words come out of them. To show the difference between us, I activate [Redistribution] holding them for a few seconds, barely allowing them to breathe. Then a pulse of [Resonance] disrupts their skills.

I let go of them, and without much complaint, they rush into their camp, bringing out everything they got from the city.

When they bring everything to me, it’s quite a lot. Some equipment, some mana stones, and a few other items. Most of it isn’t that valuable.

I pick the most interesting ones while ignoring the looks they give me.

As we leave the camp to approach the next one, I sense a pulse of mana shoot over me towards the camp I’m heading to and stop. The pulse was clearly sent through an item, most likely as a warning.

A javelin forms over me, and I place an anchor on it before boosting it towards the camp where I was heading.

Then I turn around and return to the camp we already looted.

“W-what? We already gave you everything you wanted!” their leader shouts.

“Did you send a signal to the other camp?” I ask bluntly.

“What? We didn’t do…” Before he finishes, a blast of kinetic energy sends him rolling through the camp, crashing against everything in his way.

I reduced the power by a lot, but even this was enough.

After taking a few steps, I stop in front of another guy. “Did you send the signal?”

Immediately, he nods, none of them even attempting to fight.

“See, that wasn’t so difficult,” I say to calm him down, but it seems to make him shake even more.

Pushing him to the side, I reach the tent where they keep most of the items, and a small orb forms in my palm, compressing and quickly turning golden, releasing immense heat even in this state.

“I would run away,” I warn them and throw the orb in between the items.

Myrra reaches out to me, and I touch her, both of us disappearing and appearing near the javelin I tied an anchor to. A second later, I see everyone quickly rushing out of the camp, which soon after explodes into golden flames that devour everything in their path with a roar.

“Quite ruthless,” Myrra says while looking at the humans that surround us.

“I’m not in a very good mood,” I answer her, and more of my mana radiates from my body, pressuring the men and women standing against us.

They shout warnings among themselves, preparing for a fight, but I do not stop there. Like a tsunami, waves of mana radiate from me in the center, putting pressure on them, showing them my level. The amount of mana hints at a much higher level than I currently possess, people are rarely dumb enough to invest in the mana stat so heavily.

The expressions on the faces around me change. From determination and anger to shock and fear. They drop their weapons, deactivate their skills, and step back, sweat on their brows, hands shaking.

They are the kind of people who recognize strength and know what to do in such cases. Members of guilds that do not hesitate to kill people to gain an advantage.

So, I do not stop there and reach into my reservoir, more mana radiating from me, making my presence felt for miles away.

Slowly, one after another, they drop to their knees, unable to even look into my eyes.

Only then do I stop, and my mana disappears in a moment, pulling the aura I radiated back into my body.

“Bring me everything you got from the Old Capital,” I demand.

 



 

After looting a few more camps, my bags start getting full, so I get a few guys to carry them for me. So far, there are some metals they got from smithies, upper rare items with interesting effects, and plenty of mana stones, some of which have inscriptions I haven’t seen so far.

There are also pieces of wood that are extremely durable, and look new even after hundreds of years. Some mana batteries too.

I pick only the best things and ignore the rest, most of the guys we visit don’t even try to fight with us and just immediately surrender their stuff.

Myrra, bored, talks to them a bit and learns that there are in fact two lynthari in the city that she seems to know. Mohg and Gawyn, a duo that she says is well known for their damage output. Apparently, they are lynthari troublemakers and some of the young lynthari who like to play around the most. It seems that without the influence of the matriarch, they’ve become even worse.

Mohg and Gawyn organized a group of humans from a few of the midsized guilds with plans to find interesting items in the city.

What pisses Myrra off the most is that they came here even before the fight against the Colony started, leaving the other lynthari to deal with it. In the end, she just sighs and says cryptically that it doesn’t matter.

We leave all of our things near one of the arrays, and I position a few mana orbs nearby, some of them should last a day at least. There is no anchor on them or any effect, and I don’t even explain it to the men carrying the stuff we looted. Their imagination will surely come up with more terrifying ideas than any lie I could come up with. We leave them without saying a word, seemingly without a care for our things, and that seems to scare them, so they quickly leave.

So after raiding all the camps, we head into the city, where the largest group should be, over a week into the search.

And here, we find the corpses of two dozen humans, thrown around the streets, smashed against the floor, bloody splats on the ground. Men with holes in their chests, a woman’s body without a head.

Blood is everywhere, a massacre committed with the pure power of physical stats as confirmed by checking the remains with my eyes, there is no mana around.

“Looks like your lynthari duo did have some fun,” I say to Myrra.

She doesn’t answer, and with a frown on her face, we follow the trail of blood and massacre, finding a dozen more corpses. Severed limbs are everywhere and organs are splattered on the walls.

We reach one of the towers near the center of the city and find two more corpses. Lynthari with their chests caved in, one of them has had their head pulled off and the other is missing an arm.

Both of the lynthari are very dead.

            


Chapter 263 - Child of this planet


                The area where the fight happened is destroyed, the walls have been crushed and the road is full of deep craters from the duo’s attacks. For the first time, I detect the attacker’s mana in the air. And I recognize the signature almost immediately.

Oh my, isn’t this interesting?

After looking over the corpses of these lynthari she’s probably known for over a hundred years, Myrra follows me, and both of us enter the tower.

This is the biggest tower I’ve entered so far, and yet it stood in the shadow of the Living Tree, dwarfed by it. But on its own, this building is impressive, and the fact that it still looks so good after so much time tells a lot about the way it was built.

The hallway is massive as well, with polished stone floors, covered in a light coat of debris, dust, and fresh blood, accompanied by a few more corpses.

Under my feet, broken glass and the remains of old furniture crunch and clatter echoing across the room, but I don’t mind it that much, and Myrra seems to agree. Currently, the lynthari’s face bears a strange expression, somewhere between anger, sadness, and something I can’t identify.

At the end of the trail, we find Isola sitting on the last remaining piece of furniture. The pale, black-haired guild master of Obsidian Circle greets us with a smile, waving at us with a hand covered in blood.

“Feral angry kitten and invader Myrra, it’s nice to see you!” She greets us.

“Who is here with you?” I ask curiously instead of returning her greeting.

The other person I sense in the tower is somewhere far above us and using something that makes it difficult to identify their signature, no matter how hard I try.

“It’s probably a secret, but who cares,” Isola jumps to her feet, the old armchair behind her cracking. “It’s Thalen,” she says.

Isola sends a pulse of mana shoots toward the signature I’ve carefully detected. Most likely a warning or a call for help.

Without much trouble, I reach out and disrupt it before it even reaches the ceiling.

“That’s rude, Nathaniel,” I note that she calls me by name. “You know I won’t have a chance against you and Miss Invader without Thalen’s help.”

“Isn’t that your problem?” I reply.

“I guess,” Isola shakes her head, and after looking at Myrra, she looks back at me. “Are you with the invaders now?”

“I’m on my own side. What you and the lynthari do is not my problem.”

The pale woman laughs. “You talk as if you’re not even one of us.” As she speaks, the tattoos on her forearms increase in size spreading all over her body, changing their shape and effects adapting to her fighting style. And I let her, carefully observing what she does.

“But you always did that, didn’t you?” Isola stretches her body lazily. Muscles under her skin move, showing the strength of her body.

[Stoneheart - lvl 228]

“What are you and Thalen doing here?” Myrra asks for the first time.

Isola answers without hesitation, “Thalen had a spy among the scavengers that went to the Old Capital, and they located a few really interesting items, so we came to get them. You know, mostly the kind of thing that only works against lynthari. Poison against you guys, paralyzing enchantments. Stuff our ancestors were using during the war.”

“So it’s gotten that far?” Myrra asks in a somber tone.

“Yes, the Colony’s attack didn’t help, and between you and the Matriarch being gone, things went to… well, to shit. You will have to tell me why you decided not to come back, Miss Invader Myrra. Still, I don’t think you being there would change things much.”

“Obelia’s work?” When I ask, Isola turns to me.

“Mostly Thalen’s. I work with him, and Obelia helps us. Both of us owe Thalen a lot, stuff like prolonging the lives of people we care about, saving our lives, and restoring missing limbs. Over the years, things like that tend to accumulate.”

And here we go again.

“Doesn’t Virelia have other healers?” I ask, even though I suspect the answer.

Myrra answers me instead of Isola, “Only a few lynthari, and they rarely heal humans. As for human healers, they tend to disappear.”

“Thalen can be quite persistent if he wants something. Feral angry kitten, did you know that he also asked Obelia to bring him your little healer?” a cruel smile climbs on Isola’s lips, “He only did it after you left, of course. He thought that it would be easy for Obelia, she was able to gain your trust after all. She’s good at reading people, so it wasn’t supposed to be that difficult for her.”

Isola tries to send another signal to Thalen, but I disrupt it again, this time more aggressively. At that, she furrows her brow and smiles at me.

She takes a step away from us, “Tess was somewhere else, and even your other guild members were busy, so it was the perfect opportunity. Yet, Obelia returned with her entire arm and leg missing, barely escaping with her life. Even Thalen was unable to restore her destroyed limbs. What is with that black-haired healer of yours?”

An anchor I placed behind Isola explodes with kinetic energy and pushes her toward us. Her barriers prevent her from being wounded, but It does shorten the distance, as a dagger made of blue, resonating mana cuts into her neck.

Isola ducks under my swing and shouts loudly, the floor under our feet vibrating. The shout doesn’t reach Thalen, I will not allow it, so I use my resonance to create a dome around us. Yet Isola still smiles, knowing that the more skills we use, the higher the chance of Thalen detecting us.

Like snakes, glowing tattoos swirl all over her body, vibrant against her pale skin, and at the same time, she moves at immense speed, using her body to the fullest.

Isola takes on a blast of golden flames with a swing of her hand and pushes through [Redistribution], but I boost my body with the entirety of my mana for a split second, taking advantage of my epic passive to do so.

I become faster than her, and my dagger severs her hand cleanly, the resonating blade ignoring the incredible barriers she’s built up over her skin and the sheer strength of her body.

The woman doesn’t even flinch, and in exchange for her hand, she kicks at my chest as I surround it in armor infused with kinetic energy made with [Regalia]. My body doesn’t move at all and the armor absorbs her attack.

Jumping back, she flings her bloody stump at me, throwing blood at my face, and jumps away from me, running towards the stairs.

There, Myrra stands, floating pieces of her aurora glass surrounding her.

“What a fucking situation,” Isola giggles. She boosts her body more, tendons and muscles tearing as she dashes towards Myrra with a leap that feels impossibly long.

Isola tanks multiple of Myrra’s attacks and dodges the strongest ones, her talent showing as her body moves with a nimble accuracy, and incredible speed, each movement containing immense power.

The flooring cracks under Isola´s feet, her attacks destroy pieces of aurora glass, a swing of her fist disrupts flames, and her kicks break Myrra’s ice. One of the tattoos on her body glows and disappears, in the process restoring her hand and healing her body.

Meanwhile, Myrra fights calmly, with barely any emotion on her face, each attack calculated and executed with perfect timing in a way that shows her long years of experience with her skills.

Even with a lower level than Isola, I watch as Myrra destroys her, calculating the pale-skinned woman’s attacks to the point it nearly seems like she is playing with her as she teleports from one aurora mirror to another and stabs Isola with the shards of glass after finding the weak points of her barrier.

And then, after a minute, Isola, unable to get through her falls to her knees, her tendons cut, terrible wounds all over her body with Myrra standing in front of her. The tall lynthari looks majestic. A proud gaze in her eyes and a relaxed stance while aurora glass flickers around her body, moving according to her will. Myrra isn’t even warmed up yet.

“So this is the Champion candidate I heard so much about,” even now, Isola’s expression is daring without any hint of fear.

“A fake Champion candidate,” someone says from the top of the balcony overlooking the hallway.

A presence I’ve felt moving closer the entire time stops hiding its signature, and the older red-haired man reveals himself.

Thalen, guild master of Luminous Order, the only human healer in Virelia.

[Pulsebinder - lvl 234]

The warm mana that I know so well radiates from him, and the small tattoo on Isola´s neck glows brighter. A mark left by the healer that works not unlike the Crown of Lily that I used.

Isola immediately heals, at a speed much faster than Lily can pull off.

“I don’t think there is a reason for us to fight,” the man says. His voice is calm and confident, and I notice him holding an orb that he seems to be operating with his mana.

“Little Thalen, who do you even think you are? I’ve known you ever since you were a brat, barely reaching my waist, and now you take such a tone with me?” Myrra’s canines show and her cat-like ears stand up, her swinging tail showing her annoyance.

“Miss Myrra, I have nothing but respect for you and do not wish for us to fight.”

“Interesting to hear from the one who went looking for weapons to use against lynthari,” Myrra’s canines extend even more.

Thalen looks at Isola, who just smiles playfully, and then he sighs, turning his attention to Myrra again, “It’s not something I want to use. The weapon will only be there to make sure the lynthari are willing to have a conversation with us. I promise not to use it as long as you don’t threaten us.”

Sounds quite reasonable, doesn’t it? Curious, I observe the white-haired lynthari.

“Thalen, dear little Thalen, I always hated you for spewing such bullshit with a straight face,” taking a step towards Isola, Myrra continues to stare at the red-haired man.

“It’s all for us humans, Miss Myrra. I think it’s reasonable to strive to be free of you, especially after we found out that our world was invaded by you.” A circle of mana appears behind him, its diameter half the length of his body.

That circle starts glowing, and Thalen floats over the railing and into the air over Myrra. Mana radiates from the man, his pure white clothes contrasting with his stark red hair.

He spreads his arms, “You don’t even seem to be interested in the title of lynthari matriarch, so I ask you, no, I beg you, allow us humans to decide on our own. Allow us to decide whether we can live with lynthari or if we just can’t bear it anymore.” His face takes on a sad expression.

Thalen then turns to me, “And for you, guild master of Angry Kittens, Nathaniel Gwyn, I ask you to stand on the side of your race, as you are also a child of this planet.”

Even though he tries so hard, I notice his tone change slightly. Almost imperceptibly as he says the name of our guild. A hint of contempt, as if even saying such words out loud is beneath him.

“Yeah, no,” I respond.

“May I ask you why?”

“I don’t like the name of your guild. What is it even, Luminous Disorder?”

“It’s Luminous Order, Guildmaster Gwyn.”

“Looming Disorder?”

“Luminous Order.”

“Oh, Ruminous Border.”

“…Guildmaster Gwyn, did I get on your bad side somehow?”

            


Chapter 264 - I won’t do it again


                “A bit. Sending Obelia after one of my guild members is a bit rude, don’t you agree?” I ask the man.

Still floating there with the golden circle behind him, Thalen looks down at Isola, shakes his head, and turns back to me. “There was a misunderstanding.”

“Sure.”

“My intention…” he starts, but I interrupt him.

“I’m not interested in talking with a fake,” the moment I say that, his expression changes. A look of sheer surprise overtakes his face, much to my amusement.

How funny. Did he really think no one would notice?

“You’re just trying to spew more bullshit. Isola pretends to be dumb while spewing out your secrets, maybe in hopes we will kill you,” I say, and they exchange glances, and Isola just smiles, mostly confirming what I said.

“Feral angry kitten, we did have some fun together, right? We trained a lot, and I don’t think we’re so different, so what do you say? Won’t you join me?” Isola asks me.

“Sorry, I don’t trust you and I think Myrra wants to kill you,” after answering, I turn to Myrra, who seems to be as amused as she is angry, her feelings betrayed by her tail.

“Is that so?” Isola sighs, “I guess my only option is to fight alongside Thalen. What do you say, old man? Without me, you won’t be able to get the items out of here. We can talk things out a bit later.”

More mana radiates from the red-haired man, and he nods, “You can go all out. I will take care of the aftermath. We will…”

He doesn’t even finish his sentence when the anchor I’ve been stealthily setting up next to him explodes, finally allowing him to sense its placement, too late for him to cancel it out. I didn’t try to set it closer because he would surely have felt it, but in exchange, I send much more energy through it. The explosion throws him against the wall, the left side of his body is missing and bleeding.

At the same time, Myrra attacks Isola again, aurora glass surrounding her and creating a dome around both of the women.

Before I can reach Thalen, he is already fully healed, and the golden circle behind him reactivates, spinning wildly.

Armor forms around my body and covers it fully, and I face down an attack that reminds me of [Oscillation], Generated from the golden circle behind the man.

Thalen disrupts even the small anchors I place near him, not falling for the same trick twice, not realizing that I’ve made them easily noticeable. He then lets my flames hit him. Yellow flames turn golden, burning and charring his extremely durable body, which even then regenerates at an immense speed. I’ve been doing that for a while, by the time I notice the effect of the flames weakening.

No, it’s not like they are getting weaker, it’s more like he is getting more resistant to them.

Some sort of adaptive resistance? Probably a trait or passive.

I cut off the flames, and my javelins pierce his body through and through, but before I can expand them and tear him apart, he uses his [Oscillation]-like skill to destroy them.

So interesting.

We continue launching attacks against each other, and I keep testing him, limiting my output slightly to see more of his skills, while using [Perception] at the same time to observe the fight between Myrra and Isola.

“You are really strong, one of the strongest humans I ever fought against,” Thalen says after I throw a small tricolored orb against him.

With his tough body, he takes some of the damage and avoids the rest while healing his wounds. He’s doing it the entire time, getting hit by my skills partially to gain resistance against them while waiting. He’s not attacking much, most likely the type that builds up resistance, prepares a plan, and then ends the fight in one fell swoop.

I, on the other hand, ignore his words and continue to limit my output.

Still, I’m getting a bit annoyed by the way he talks, so I reach out to him with my domain, and I use [Resonance] to disrupt his skills in the middle of him restoring the leg I cut off.

While he quickly focuses on regaining control over his skills, I place an anchor that he is too late to disrupt and teleport next to him.

The feeling of my fist hitting his face is satisfying, and he crashes against the wall, then falters in the air before he starts floating again. His broken neck returns to its original position and the wounds on his face heal to a perfect state. He does that while he keeps healing Isola through their bond and through the tattoo on Isola’s neck, so she can stand against Myrra.

I hear cracking, and through [Perception], I observe as Myrra is sent flying and crashes against multiple walls, breaking through each of them.

Isola immediately charges at me, her body moving nimbly like a wild animal and with a speed I had yet to see. She jumps in the air and reaches me in a split second, her fist hitting my cuirass as I use [Infusion] to channel kinetic energy through it. The surface of the armor ripples, and it absorbs all the energy of her attack.

Isola pushes against the air with her feet, a short burst of mana or a skill allowing her to push against the air. She continues to strike at me, dozens of attacks in a moment barely longer than a blink.

And I absorb all of them, even though I can barely see them.

For a moment, I even activate my trait, watching the way she moves mana through her tattoos and the way she keeps up barriers over her skin, and make sure to remember the flow of mana.

Before my head starts hurting from all the information that I’m still unable to filter out, I cancel the trait and release all the kinetic energy I collected from Isola. The explosion throws her away and pushes me towards Thalen.

Blood spurts from the pale woman, and her broken body crashes against the floor, immediately getting restored. In the meantime, I reach Thalen, disrupting his attack and grabbing his arm. Before he can do anything, I try to disrupt mana inside his body, but he counters that while a constant stream ofOscillating attacks start tearing my armor apart, no matter how much I strengthen it.

Like a lizard dropping its tail, Thalen cuts off his arm, only to immediately restore it after putting some distance in between us.

He decides to use the orb he found in the tower, the weapon against lynthari.

Well, he tries to.

I activate an anchor I left on his body and teleport behind him. Mana flows through my body, strengthening it, and I tear off both of his arms, taking the orb from them.

[Tether - lvl 26 > Tether - lvl 27]

I dodge Isola charging at me, and Myrra also quickly passes by, surrounded by armor made of aurora glass as she faces Isola again.

Thalen restores his arms again and turns to face me, and I activate another anchor I left on him, this time exploding the right side of his body.

Fear appears in the redheaded man’s eyes while he regenerates his body.

“Try to guess how many more anchors I left on you,” I say taunting him.

I am getting better at masking them, I happened to notice that as an option among the available upgrades for the skill. My new trait helps a lot, that and the fact that this isn’t his real body and he seems to be lacking in places.

Flying higher, I dodge Myrra as she’s thrown by Isola, and when the black-haired woman reaches me, I blast her away with a surge of kinetic energy, barely doing any damage but getting rid of her for a while.

In the meantime, Thalen uses his skill to cut off most of his body. Only his chest, neck, and head remain untouched, floating in the air with a seraphic golden circle behind him. The blood and pieces of flesh drip from the man towards the ground and severed limbs. Then his heart sends more mana through his body, and the missing parts are restored, replaced by new ones.

“I knew you were strong and I knew you had faced the Calamity on your own. However I have not taken you seriously and didn’t show you the respect you deserve,” he says and bows curtly. Then the amount of mana he is releasing doubles, and the circle behind his back expands as parts resembling wings form at the sides.

The look in his eyes changes, “I won’t do that aga…”

His head explodes.

For a second longer, his headless body floats there before the golden circle and wings behind his back flicker and disappear.

[Infusion - lvl 19 > Infusion - lvl 20]

“I left three anchors on you when I touched you,” I say to the now-dead body.

I deactivate the trait I’ve been using as I placed the anchors. There is no notification, obviously, as the body we fought wasn’t the main one; either an avatar, a copy, or something else.

Seeing that, Isola immediately tries to flee, boosting her body to the maximum and rushing towards the door we used to enter the tower.

I wait for a moment, and just before she gets out, I activate the anchor I left there before we even entered the tower. I teleport in front of her. Unable to stop her inertia, Isola crashes against my body, and before she recovers from the shock of impact, I coat my hand in [Resonance] and cut off one of her legs. Then I blast her towards Myrra, who follows close behind, teleporting through pieces of multicolored glass.

Instead of landing on her back, Isola twists in the air, a barrier over her skin expanding and surrounding her with a sphere that absorbs Myrra’s attack. The spherical barrier then shrinks back to her skin, and part of it elongates to give her a prosthetic limb in place of her missing leg.

She pushes against the floor and avoids another attack from Myrra. She then charges to my side. I track her movement, and doing so, our eyes meet. In the end, she notices and strengthens the barrier in front of her, creating multiple layers. The anchor I placed there explodes, sending her crashing against a nearby wall, destroying it and sending dust and debris into the air.

[Tether - lvl 27 > Tether - lvl 28]

I deactivate my trait, and this time my head hurts a lot and my sight blurs. I send thermal energy through my body, activating my passive in an attempt to alleviate some of the aftereffects.

“Fuck,” Isola groans from the ground. She doesn’t move and just lays there, most of her tattoos losing their glow and her barriers weaker than before.

“She is faking,” I tell Myrra.

“Feral one, who do you think I am?”

Isola, still lying on the ground, giggles and tilts her head, looking at me. “I always hated you, creepy-eyed fuck.”

Mana explodes from her body, barriers absorbed into her skin, and for a short moment, she moves like the wind. Chaotic and hard to grasp. She dodges Myrra’s attacks and tries to flee once more, only to be blocked by Aurora glass. Then she moves even faster.

Her tendons and muscles tearing from the strain, each of her attacks sends Myrra backward and damages even the epic armor the lynthari is wearing. In the last attempt, she lets Myrra stab her with a weapon made of Aurora glass that passes through Isola’s chest entirely. In exchange, Isola bites down into the lynthari’s neck and giggles like a demon. She tries to bite again after tearing a chunk of flesh from it.

But she doesn’t have the opportunity and freezes in the middle of the attack, as the bottom half of her body separates. However, she still tries to attack, to scratch, to grasp, her weak attempts blocked by Myrra. Gradually she slows down, and the light starts disappearing from her eyes.

[You have defeated Stoneheart - lvl 228]

Myrra lets go of her body, and it falls to the ground, the head of the dead woman bouncing off the floor. The emotions on Myrra’s face are hard to read, but I ignore it and come closer, searching through the pockets of Isola´s clothes. Maybe she had a nice item or two. 

While doing so, I also examine the tattoos on her skin, making sure I remember them all.

I spend a minute on it, but I don’t find anything; the only things I can consider an item are her intricate tattoos. Isola always liked to rely on her body alone.

“Feral one…” I hear from over me and look up at Myrra, who continues, “Do you really feel nothing? You knew her, you two did spar a lot, and yet here you are, searching through her pockets, while her body’s still warm.”

I stand up and dust my clothes a bit. I look over Myrra, who still holds a hand on her bleeding neck. The wound nearly healed already, either thanks to a skill or some items or maybe a hidden tattoo she possesses.

After thinking it over, I answer Myrra, “She tried to kill me, didn’t she? She also allied herself with someone who attacked my group,” I answer. “I mean, she wasn’t that bad, and we did have some nice duels, but I’m not strong enough to just let her live without worrying about it biting me or others in the back.”

“So, you would leave her alive if you were much stronger?”

“Probably? I mean, if she didn’t threaten my group and had only attacked me I probably would. If I was much stronger, I would consider it cute rather than threatening.”

Myrra opens her mouth to ask something else, but I interrupt her, “You keep telling me that you know me so well, so why don’t you answer your own questions?”

We start walking towards where the corpse of Thalen is.

“You only care about your guild, and you wouldn’t hesitate if you had to kill anyone here. You might be sad afterwards, but you would do it,” Myrra says carefully back in the hallway of the tower.

To answer her question, I hand her the orb, the weapon against lynthari that Thalen held. “You are mostly right, but I think I would hesitate to kill you as well. As for Isola, I never trusted her.”

After saying that, I search Thalen´s body and don’t find anything interesting.

I notice that Myrra wears a strange expression, and her tail is swaying weirdly, but I decide to ignore it. Honestly? Myrra is often annoying, and we fought multiple times, but most of the time she is honest and not the type to stab people in the back or treat them cruelly without a reason, and that’s what I like about her.

Yes, it’s true what she said, and I only care about Group 4 out of everyone on this floor, because everyone else here is fake and will disappear. Yes, I did treat some lynthari and humans well, like Cael, Obelia, Eris, Myrra, and even Isola at times.

There is no reason for me to be cruel, to murder people for pleasure, or to kill others for their goods. That’s a path I don’t want to walk. Sure, if it comes to it, I won’t hesitate because there is a difference between being cruel, and being stupid and actively hurting myself. But I won’t do it if there isn’t a reason to.

That’s what I’ve decided for now, and I will continue to do so, changing my ways only if I have no other option.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Another poll! Again, I’d like to ask, to which group do you belong, guys?

Oh and here is Discord > https://discord.gg/eaQ2wGHs









                



Chapter 265 - Wrath


                The combination of Mana Wavelength Iris and [Tether] is really strong, but it’s taxing, and I can barely activate my new trait for a second or two. Placing anchors that are harder to detect is nice, but I’m not sure if they are well hidden or if Thalen was just the unobservant type. Or maybe he didn’t care because it wasn’t his real body.

I will need more testing, and yes, there will be people quick enough to run away the moment I send something through the anchor, or people capable of disrupting or using them against me. But I will deal with that in the future. So far, I’m really happy with my new trait and will be sure to supplement my build with two nice epic passives after I enter the 5th floor.

[Perception] encompasses the room I’m in. The range of the skill is smaller on purpose as I’m trying to fine-tune it and maybe find some hidden stuff. Myrra and I split up, both of us going through the tower and searching for any interesting items, so far it looks like Thalen already found the best one and that’s in Myrra’s hands now.

The tower bears signs of time’s passage that are mostly cosmetic. Dust, faded colors, worn-out carpets, furniture crumbling to dust, that kind of thing. Otherwise, the building is still holding strong, and even though it’s empty, I can still sense the circuits running through the walls. After checking the last room I was interested in, I channel my mana through the wall and observe where it leads, and then walk in the opposite direction. I will try to find the source, the place where mana enters the wall.

As I’m tracking it, I meet Myrra in the hallway.

“Two more anti-lynthari stones, three rare items, some mana stones, and conductive metals,” she holds a bag in front of her, her search has clearly been much more worthwhile.

“I’m trying to find the source of the mana filling the walls and powering the enchantments,” I explain.

“Oh, you mean the core.”

“Do you know anything about it?” I ask.

“A bit, it’s not the kind of thing I’m interested in. From what I know, most important buildings and the homes of powerful or skilled people have it. It can be as simple as a high-quality mana stone that the owner keeps and replenishes with mana daily, and to power enchantments,” she smoothly jumps over a piece of broken furniture blocking one of the doors.

She puts a finger to her lips and after a moment of thinking, she continues, “Some have mana stones so big that it’s impossible for one person to fill, so multiple people do it. Then there’s also the option of creating an array of mana batteries capable of keeping enchantments running at full power for weeks, or in restricted mode for months or years, maybe even longer. It’s the kind of stuff I never caught an interest in. I consider observing humans and lynthari to be more fascinating,” she smiles shamelessly.

“These mana stones you speak of, are they as big as the ones we use as currency?” I ask to confirm.

“Sometimes. Often they are raw mana crystals too low quality to be used like proper mana stones, or in cases where you don’t care about size and just want them to hold as much mana as possible. But in the end, it still comes down to the skill of the enchanter. A good one can create a blueprint, weave a web of enchantments, and inscribe them in a way that will increase efficiency by tens of percent in comparison to someone less skilled.”

Now that I think about it, I have a few mana stones with that kind of information. Nothing too good, just the kind of stuff they would teach at schools. Damn, from what I know, some of the inscriptions could be trademarked here, and I wouldn’t be surprised. I think I will ask Tess to get some and leave them somewhere I can retrieve them.

After channeling my mana through the wall, I notice that I’ve been following fake circuits all this time. Actually, there are so many of them that I didn’t notice until now.

Thinking about it, it makes sense. These fake circuits were probably designed to prevent this kind of tracking, and there were probably more anti-tracking inscriptions that are currently inactive due to the lack of mana.

The way Myrra is smiling at me tells me that she knew and enjoyed watching me walk into a dead end.

As if nothing happened, I send my mana through the walls again and use my eyes for a split second before continuing.

“Is this your trait, feral one? You didn’t answer me before, but when you are using it, a golden ring appears around your iris. It’s pretty.”

I nod and change the subject, “You said the core is powering enchantments. What are the most popular ones? I know there are some to fight against detection skills, some are strengthening the building, others for isolation, or maybe even heating.”

“One of the first are anti-detection, anti-teleportation, reactive barriers, and insulation. There are a lot of them. For heating, to repel insects, to absorb the shock of earthquakes. I even heard stories about enchantments capable of making entire manors fly, enchantments that absorbed mana from attacks to strengthen their barriers, enchantments that killed you if you used specific skills or said specific words.”

I quite like what I’m hearing; it all sounds really versatile and like something I will totally try to learn how to do. I also push my plan to steal secrets on the matter higher on my priority list. For example, I can already imagine building a manor for Biscuit and creating an enchantment that would feed him deer jerky at pre-scheduled times. Or an enchantment that would activate and attack anyone who uses an invisibility skill.

That’s nice indeed.

I don’t rush my search for the core, and we examine a few more rooms in the process. Some of them are more interesting than others, but all of them feel empty and lifeless without mana or people flowing through.

The silence is nearly eerie, made even worse when we pass by windows and see the entire city like this; there is no movement, and it looks drained of colors. Even the wind seems to avoid it and doesn’t pass through the streets.

Breaking through a few walls, we finally reach the core, a pillar as tall as me, made of a light purple mana crystal. It stands proudly in a simple room, and the set of inscriptions around it is extremely delicate. After examining it for a while, I channel my mana into it, but even that little trickle seems to cause problems, the pillar has likely been programmed to only accept mana from certain people to avoid manipulation.

All the possibilities fascinate me endlessly.

[Resonance] activates, and I start changing the frequencies of my mana, while [Mana Manipulation], [Infusion], [Mana Domain], and [Perception] continue to run in the background to ease things along. All these skills work together under the watch of my split [Focus].

It’s something I’ve just started learning to do, and the advantages are just as obvious, as the disadvantages presented by my lack of proficiency and the weakened effect of the skill.

Before I get fully into it, I send a message in the Community.

Noname -Sset, is everything ok with your master?

It takes a few minutes for Tess to answer; like me, she checks the Community often, just for a second or two to see messages, in consideration of the 15-minute limit we have.

Sset -She will be dealt with.

I see, she must be angry too, after learning that Obelia worked with Thalen to kidnap or kill Lily. Tess isn’t one to hesitate in such a situation.

 



 

POV Storm Brigade

Out of nowhere, a flash of light passes through the air, ignoring our defenses, and I watch as my partner for this watch gets thrown against the wall. The alarm rings in my head, and the core sends more mana into the barrier, but the flashes continue.

By the third one, I finally realize what it is.

“It’s the third disciple, Tess!” I shout while activating an item that ensures the message is heard by everyone else on duty tonight.

Ducking behind the wall, I quickly crawl towards my partner and find him already dead. He shows no signs of life, a javelin is lodged in his neck.

My heart is racing, but I push myself back onto my feet, activating my skill which covers my body in stone armor, drawn from the ground. At the same time, the javelin that impaled Roland disappears, pulled back towards where it came from.

I track its movement, trying to identify the woman that even the guild master called a rare genius.

A few seconds pass, and only then do I realize how far out Tess is, a distance none of us can hope to reach quickly, I can barely see the tower she is standing on, let alone her figure.

Like a dart, something appears from the javelin’s destination, and I feel a tug on my body and lose my balance. I reach out with my hand to stop myself from falling.

But it’s not there.

I look down, and half of my body is missing, a javelin pierced into the ground behind me, red and white lightning flickering around it. My mouth opens to scream, but I feel only blood rushing out and the world starts darkening.

Out of nowhere, I feel so tired. I try to fight against it, but the javelin behind me gets pulled back towards the source of the attack and on its way back, it pierces through me again.

Before my heart stops beating, I realize it’s the same javelin that killed Roland and find that funny. I don’t know why, but…

 



 

POV Storm Brigade

Layering ice, metal, and mana barriers in front of us, we block one of the javelins.

“Fuck, why would Tess attack? How far is she even out?” someone exclaims.

“Maybe she’s with the lynthari!” another suggests.

“Go and get Jenna, the first and second disciples, or call the guildmaster, we need to…” Jonathan screams.

Another javelin pierces through the barrier with such strength it feels like it weighs a ton. The javelin pins Jonathan to the ground, and before he can even scream, lightning burns him from inside.

Before I can move, the javelin gets pulled back with Jonathan still impaled on it. In mid-flight, his body gets torn into two pieces that fall somewhere outside.

Unable to help my fascination, I watch the trajectory of the javelin, the one our guild master sold during the auction. The attack came from so far away.

“Barriers!” I shout.

I manipulate all the metal I can reach and layer it into the barrier we create in front of ourselves, but I know it won’t be enough. A flash of lightning, and another attack crashes through the barriers as if they are made of paper.

Then there is only darkness.

 



 

POV Storm Brigade

“Get out of the courtyard, hide somewhere and hide your mana. She can see your mana even through the walls!” I scream at a petite black-haired woman dressed in servant’s clothes.

“Sorry!” she screams and rushes towards me, carrying a bag with her.

I scan her, and she has a bracelet that identifies her as one of the servants.

“What the hell are you even doing outside so late? Just get in and tell the other servants to…”

The young woman, almost a girl, puts her hand on mine. From up close, I notice how pretty she is: shining black hair with bangs, pretty eyes, pale skin, and soft lips.

“Stop…”

The last thing I see is gray smoke.

 



 

POV Storm Brigade

“There is no way I’m going outside! She has Primordial lightning and an epic weapon; there is no way I can stop a single attack from her. Just get the guildmaster and…!”

Before I can continue, I detect another presence, and all four of us turn to the newcomer. It’s a petite black-haired girl dressed as a servant. “Someone got into the tower!” she screams. “One of the warriors told me to…”

I identify her bracelet and let my guard down.

“Okay, calm down and tell me what happened, and what’s with that bag you have with you,” I reach out towards her and place my hand on her shoulder. For a moment, a weird expression crosses her face as I touch her, but I ignore it.

“Senna, just send her away and…”

In the middle of the sentence, Senna’s face disappears, and her lifeless body falls to the ground.

Huh?

I send mana through my body, let go of the girl, and try to pull my hand back. Only then do I realize that my arm is gone in its entirety.

“Do not touch me,” the young servant says with an expression that terrifies me.

Someone screams, and then I see nothing.

 



 

POV Jenna

The 1st disciple died, the second one as well, but finally, I reach the top of the tower where the attacks came from with three of our elites. As expected, Tess stands there.

Tall, beautiful, and lit by the moonlight. Even on this night, her golden hair seems to shine, and the crown of lightning over her head makes her seem more regal than anyone I have seen in my life.

“Jenna,” she greets me shortly.

Behind her back, a dozen javelins float. One epic and the remainder are upper rare grade, but the most dangerous thing is the lightning flickering all around and the sheer amount stored in the crown.

“Tess,” I greet her back and absorb all the mana my batteries hold, a storm cloud forming over our heads as our elites surround her.

Tess looks up, observing the cloud and the lightning that flickers within. My lightning. The one I’ve worked twenty years to master.

Then her crown enlarges and radiates more mana. The stormcloud I created darkens and expands even more.

And I lose control over my lightning. She takes it from me and replaces it with something of hers, something much stronger. Something Primordial. 

And she does it with such ease as if my years of work are worth nothing.

For the first time, the hate I always felt towards her is replaced by fear.

Fighting for control over the storm cloud I created, we attack. I watch as Tess reaches her hand up and swings it downwards, drawing a pillar of red and white light from the stormcloud over our heads.

The air itself shakes, and then I die.

 



 

POV Obelia Jenth

The wall around my doors disintegrates, destroying all the inscriptions and expensive materials, and they come crashing down, revealing a petite black-haired girl with a bag in her hands. There is no sign of the guards in the hallway, and even now I can feel and hear a constant barrage of attacks outside.

“Your door needs some work, even the ones to the room he enchanted were stronger than this,” Lily says and enters my office. She does so without any worry, even though she must be feeling all the protections I have.

I push against the table and stand, stepping on my prosthetic leg, and follow her eyes to look at my arm, which is also a prosthetic.

“Yes, even Thalen was unable to restore it. It was the first time I saw him so terrified,” I say in response to her unspoken question.

When she doesn’t react I offer her, “How about we make a deal? In exchange for my life, I will do anything you want of me.”

My eyes meet those of hers, and I can see no mercy in them, no hesitation. They feel like she is looking at a bug.

“Nathaniel would accept,” I try again.

A look of surprise appears on her face, and she starts laughing. It’s a laugh that I would consider cute, and that makes her look even more innocent.

“You don’t know him at all,” she says, still laughing and smiling at me. “You stepped over the line.”

Lily takes a step towards me, ignoring the fact that the closer she gets, the more enchantments light up and the more mana radiates into the air.

Her voice is smooth, but dark, “We are his, I AM his.” She throws her bag on the ground, and from it, something rolls out.

With fascination, I stare at her lips as she proclaims, “He is probably the most rational out of all of us, but Obelia, you don’t have any worth anymore. You and your guild have betrayed him.”

Only now do I recognize that the things that fell from the ground are limbs. Small hands, like those of the girl in front of me. There are a dozen of them.

I activate all the enchantments, and my mana moves as well, sparking the lightning, which feels somehow hesitant as if traumatized from my clash against the young healer before.

My red lightning clashes against wisps of gray smoke that surround her, and the hands on the ground vanish, and the pressure I feel from her strengthens overwhelmingly while her hair becomes shorter, and one of her hands disappears.

The wounds that she receives from the defenses of my office get healed immediately or blocked by that terrifying skill of hers. The entirety of my mana flows from me, fighting against her, enchantments, items, and even epic items. All of it is useless, and her entire arm disappears, strengthening her once more when I’m already out of mana.

“You are weaker than I thought. I think Tess is already stronger than you.”

Her words sting, no, they hurt a lot, and the feeling of pride and hate I hold towards my third disciple surfaces. But I push it away, there is no sense in comparing myself to a genius like her.

I can’t even run because then I would fall under attack from Tess, so the only thing that remains is to fight against the girl in front of me, till the end. She stands there, petite, innocent face, her arm missing and in simple clothes. Wisps of gray smoke destroy everything they touch. It doesn’t matter if it’s mana, my body, or items. All of it is equal under the force of her skill.

“I would recognize your sub-class anywhere, it’s Wrath, isn’t it?” I stagger back, with a deep gash in my chest as the life leaves my body.

I feel so cold.

“You do not need to know,” she says and the last thing I see is her face.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I hope you enjoyed this week’s chapters! If so, please consider leaving a nice comment or a review/rating if you feel especially generous!

A small update: sometime today or during the weekend, I will be upgrading Patreon memberships:

Tier 3 will go from 35 to 40 chapters

Tier 2 will go from 17 to 20 chapters

Tier 1 will go from 8 to 10 chapters

If that interests you, here is my Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/cerim

And here is the link to the Discord: https://discord.gg/GavaYkphwY

 

Thank you and have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 266 - In the desert


                Close to two weeks have passed, and I’m ready to leave the old capital. I believe I gained a lot from this place, and I think I could discover more. Maybe find some secrets I missed, hidden items, and more about this floor. However, when I weigh it against what I could gain from the next floor, it pales in comparison.

“Status.”

Name: Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 4 - Waning Realm

Time left until forced return: 4y 51d 14h 1m 57s

Traits (2/3): Mana Circuit, Mana Wavelength Iris

Lvl 214

Strength: 103

Dexterity: 101

Constitution: 246

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 782 + 782



Primary Class: Focused Channeler (epic)

Sub-class: [Initiate of Pride]



Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Lvl 42

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Lvl 43

Perception - Lvl 40

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Lvl 40

Resonance - Lvl 40

Mana Domain - Lvl 28

Tether - Lvl 28

Regalia - Lvl 17

Infusion - Lvl 20

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Passive skills:

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

Mana Reservoir (epic)

Arcane Resilience (epic)

Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

Shards: 9462



I’ve done another round of active tempering, which boosted me 20 points in Constitution and 10 in Dexterity and Strength.

While in the relative safety of the city, I also thought about improving my Kinetic Mana Heart construct but decided against it in the end. For now, it might be smarter to wait and see what passive I receive in case it gives me some more insight into it. It seems like a good plan. Manuals are not available because of the system, so that’s it.

As I walk through the empty city, with a bag filled with items, I think about Myrra. In the past two weeks, she’s barely left me and shows little intent to return to Virelia and become the matriarch or help with the problems there.

From Tess, I have learned that there are daily killings of humans and lynthari. Obelia is dead, Isola is dead, and Thalen has disappeared, so the big guilds that were supposed to help are gone.

Cheeky Obelia was also sure to hide a “bomb” - information that surfaced after she died, blaming lynthari for her death. A last spiteful gift from a smart woman whose obsession cost her life.

After that, there is no more information from Virelia. Tess and others spent all the mana stones they could, the stones have retained some value for their practical uses. They also stole a lot of useful things from headless guilds among other places and hired a big group to help them move it all. Then they escaped Virelia about a week ago, heading to the desert to face the Fallen Hero.

That’s where I will go too. Sure, I don’t tell anyone about it, but I will make sure to watch them from a distance and maybe help if it looks too bad. I don’t want them to know, so they won’t rely on me.

I also miss that silly corgi and the occasional nights we all spent together in the small living room of our first house. It was annoying at times, but I liked that feeling of coziness and camaraderie Tess talks about so much.

As for looting, I already found one epic item, so I will be happy with that for now. It stings a bit, I had hoped for more, but it’s just as well, I’ve never wanted to be reliant on items, and I already have so many things to work on.

Aqua Arcanum Vial (Epic):This small vial contains constantly swirling water. When uncorked, it can unleash a torrential water blast or create a protective, swirling water barrier. The Aqua Arcanum Vial can also absorb surrounding water sources, replenishing its contents and making it a versatile tool.

I wouldn’t use it in combat as I already have problems spending my mana and using my skills, but it’s a nice item to have, it should allow me to save some shards on buying water.

“Ready to leave, feral one?” Myrra greets me the moment I reach the towers where we set our base.

She still looks nearly the same, the only difference is her clothes, which are still black, contrasting with her white hair, tail, and ears. The clothes are simple, and she carries a few of the things she’s looted.

I nod, “Lead the way, nya.”

“Feral one, can you please stop? I only said it one or two times so you don’t have to…”

“Twenty-seven.”

With a confused expression, she turns to me.

I repeat, “You’ve said ‘nya’ twenty-seven times.”

“Why would you even count that…” she lets her voice trail off and then shakes her head, “Let’s leave.”

 



 

After using the array, we appear in the desert, along with a big pile of items I put on the massive metal plate and pull behind me. It’s quite heavy, so I even have to strengthen my body through reinforcement to pull it across the sand.

Obviously, Myrra finds it extremely funny and continues to tease me. She is immediately in a much better mood, enjoying the heat of the sun on her skin and shedding the thicker layers of her clothes to sunbathe with a big smile on her face.

Typical cat.

Noname - How is it?

Sset - I made Grumpy waste her community limit, so she won’t see what we’re talking about. Of course, this is only if the system clears the messages in the chat at the times we believe it does.

Noname - Good, how’s the search going?

Sset - We already sent the guys back to pull all the items we’ve got with us. TheStrongestOne helps a lot with that. I also found the crater you talked about, and we’ve traveled north from there and located our target. I left some markers behind so you can track us. We’ll start in a day or two.

Noname - I will do so. How are the others?

Sset - Excited, sad, and a bit scared. But I’ll pull them together.

Savant - Noname.

Out of nowhere, Savant interrupts my conversation.

Savant - You still owe me an answer to one question.

Noname - Yes, I do. Go ahead.

Savant - You asked me before how it is to be alone, so I want to ask you this. How is it to be with a group? One of you, a man called Hadwin, died. How do you feel about it?

Noname - You would waste your question on something like that?

Savant - It will allow me to understand you better.

I see, Savant sure knows how to ask questions I don’t like to think about the answer to.

Noname - Some time ago, we got a lot of money. The boys had a good idea, and we were able to leverage our items.

Savant patiently waits, so I also give myself a moment and then continue.

Noname - We spent the entire night buying things for everyone in our group. Things that would make them happy or be useful to them or their training. We bought things for everyone except Hadwin.

I stare ahead over the dunes, feeling the warm heat of the sun on my skin as memories flash through my mind.

Noname - I forgot about Hadwin, and we didn’t buy anything for him. Back then it was okay; we just gave him mana stones, and he picked something on his own. But since he died, I can’t stop thinking about it.

I want to write another message, but Savant interrupts me.

Savant - That’s enough for the answer.

After that, I close the Community and gesture to Myrra as we head towards the crash site of the orbital base.

The ever-present dunes and scorching sun get old rather quickly, but I start to enjoy the warmth on my skin after a few weeks in the cold and cloudy old capital. Right now, even though the only thing to see are the dunes all around us, the sunshine makes things look more lively.

Soon, we reach one of Tess’s markers, a small stone holding some of her mana though it’s already been buried under a dune by the wind that shapes this desert. But because I know what to look for, I’m still able to locate it and continue to follow the trail.

As she has many times before, Myrra follows me, and there is a hint of distant sadness to her. It’s hard to describe, but it’s the expression of someone waiting to hear the bad news. Myrra is smart, and like me, she likes to observe others, so she must have noticed something. The question is how much the system has allowed her to notice.

I decide to push it away, as something for future Nathaniel to deal with before entering the 5th floor. So, for now, we silently push through the dunes while I pull the iron sled of items behind me.

Minutes pass. Then hours, and a day, as we track the marks Tess left until we reach one of the biggest dunes and climb on top of it.

“They are in front of us,” Myrra says quietly and points somewhere in the distance.

I’m unable to see anything unlike her, so she forms her aurora glass into a big plate in front of us. The glass shifts and changes multiple times until it seems to work like a telescope, and through it, I finally see Group 4, all of them walking in line, moving multiple sleds similar to mine.

Out of nowhere, Tess stops and turns around, staring right at us. Lily steps up next to her and looks in our direction as well, but unlike the blonde, she can’t see that far.

Tess only shakes her head, and the smile that flashes across her face seems to be meant for me and not for Lily.

“Your group can be scary at times, Feral One, but are you sure you don’t want to help them? The Fallen Hero is a terrifying enemy.”

I watch as Biscuit wobbles through the sand, his short legs often sinking and slowing him down, and yet he is too proud to ask for help and continues to follow the group. The snake around Isabella’s arm is much bigger now, and out of everyone in the group, Isabella seems to enjoy the desert the most, even keeping two fire orbs floating nearby. I can’t sense it from here, but I think she might be using the sun and hot air here to strengthen them.

Then there is a group of three boys walking closely behind Maya, all pulling sleds while Sophie walks in the back, surely casting her web all around.

They are the same, yet different, and a wistful feeling overtakes me. How silly it is, how unaccustomed I am to this kind of feeling.

When I turn to Myrra, she gazes at me sadly, “For a moment, you were smiling, Feral One. A real, warm smile. It disappeared as quickly as it came, but you were.”

She reaches out and brushes a lock of hair from my face, her touch gentle as if she is handling something delicate. I watch her for a moment, curious about what she will do next, but she stops and pulls her hand away.

“Tutorial,” I say.

She tilts her head and opens her mouth as if she wants to ask something, but then her face changes, a blank expression appears on it, and then it reverts to the state it was before I said that word.

“Fourth floor, Waning Realm, Floor quest,” I say quietly.

After each word, her expression changes to blank and then reverts.

So, I just stay quiet, and she smiles at me apologetically, “Sorry for touching you, Feral One.”

“It’s fine,” I tell her.

 



 

It takes a day longer than we expected to spot the Fallen Hero.

Even from as far away as I am, I can sense the sheer amount of power the armor possesses, and when Myrra uses her Aurora glass, we can see it as well.

As the rumors said, it’s most likely an upper epic suit of armor that, while the Champion was alive, most likely served to transfer some of his owner´s mana into sheer physical strength.

Now, with the Champion dead, the armor uses his still-beating mana heart to power itself and move around, searching for enemies. Either some changes were made to the armor when its wearer died, or the Champion programmed it to do that before he died. To help humans fight against the enemy.

The gray and red armor itself is scratched all over it. In places, it looks like it has started to rust, and there are even holes in places, the biggest one on the back of the helmet is most likely the one that killed its owner.

The movement is unnerving, clearly not human. Each step is somehow awkward and hesitant, yet full of strength.

Tess and the others notice it as well and from really far away, she starts to observe it, moving the group so they can avoid it while she collects enough information.

I spend that day examining mana stones as I pull the sled behind me and speak with Myrra, trying to tease her, or practicing my skills. Yet none of these actions help me to get my mind off what is about to come.

Straight and clear, I’m worried.

Pathetic, am I not? After all the things I said. All my resolve that they should get stronger or die now before we become closer. Gareth’s words come to my mind more and more often as time passes, and I find myself thinking maybe he was right.

When the time finally comes, I’m ready to dash in there and help, but only until Tess’s face appears in full view on the piece of aurora glass allowing us to see far into the distance.

Tess smiles brilliantly, and her gray eyes have an unnatural shine to them from the desert sun. As it has these past few days, her [Storm Crown] remains suspended over her head.

It will be fine, I read her lips.

“Don’t go around planting death flags, you stupid blonde,” I mumble under my breath and then sit back down.

Fine, I will trust you. It’s hard for me to do so, but I will believe in you guys.

Show me what Group 4 is capable of.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey! I haven’t shouted out for quite some time, so here’s one! 

This time, it’s for the story from Azrie, co-written with MelasDelta, both of whom you most likely already know. You might have already noticed it at the top of Rising Star! 

So, as always, you can check the synopsis, and if it sounds interesting, you know what to do.
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Amber the Cursed Berserker (An OP MC Isekai LitRPG)





What doesn’t kill Amber only makes her stronger.

Without any warning, Amber is transported from her dingy student apartment to a fantastical realm with magic, monsters, and a universal System. However, even though she is forcibly ripped from her home and thrust into a dangerous new life, for the first time ever, she finally feels free.

There are no cheats for her. There are no gods to guide her, and some would even laugh in her face. But the pain, the hardships, and the challenges only give her strength. As the first Cursed Berserker seen in over a hundred years, Amber welcomes the world of Vir with a smile on her face. 

And she will not be satisfied until she is the strongest.















                



Chapter 267 - The Fallen Hero


                The group takes a formation unlike any they’ve used before. For the first time, Tess hangs back, opposite her normal position, on the frontlines. She is so far behind that it would be hard for her to move close to help.

It surprises me, but I soon realize why she’s done so. Tess will be focusing on dealing as much damage as possible without being distracted by her opponents’ attacks. From such a distance, she will be able to make each of her attacks as strong as possible.

Obviously, that also means she will be putting a lot of trust in the rest of the group’s ability to stay alive. For someone wanting to protect her friends so much, it’s an unexpected decision.

On the other side, Lily is back on the frontline, next to Maya, who has the epic crown on her head, and plenty of mana batteries in contraptions layered over her body.

The petite healer seems to be determined, and I instantly realize that her position on the front line was her choice.

Dennis and Aaron are both on the sides and slightly behind Lily and Maya. Seeing as no one is talking, they must be using [Connection] to communicate.

A bit further back are Isabella and Sophie, the sisters close to each other, Noodle coiled around Isabella’s arm as she holds the epic bow Lily used to wield.

The last member of the group, Min-Jae, is off to the side of the sisters. He has switched to smaller projectiles for this fight, and he spins them around his body, something he started copying when he saw me doing it. The projectiles in question look a lot like golf balls, but I know they are extremely heavy because of his gravity skill.

One of his eyes is brown, and the left one is yellow, and it’s already glowing and I’m sure he’s improved his control of it.

I’ve thought about it before, but I think his eyes are similar to my own, the only difference is that I have two eyes that allow me to see waves of mana. While his eye seems to allow him to see waves of gravity.

Biscuit is also there. He stands on the dune, a gentle wind blowing against his fur, and the corgi seems to be enjoying it while he breathes quickly. His tongue is sticking out as if he is trying to cool off. So far, he is not using any skills, but he is ready.

The fight starts suddenly. Initiated by Kim shooting one of his small metal orbs at the Fallen Hero.

I watch through Myrra’s Aurora glass as the armor stops moving and turns around. The corpse of the Champion clad in Valorplate. Even damaged, the red and gray armor is beautiful. And most of all, it’s dangerous, confirmed by the First One’s fear of it.

When the armor starts moving towards the group, I understand it. Nothing changes after it notices the group. There is no mana emanating from it, and no skills activate. No, the entirety of that immense mana is turned into sheer strength.

The armor takes a step, and the entire dune under it explodes, and with one leap, it flies through the air right toward the group.

The silence is broken by the crackling of lightning and a terrifying noise that pierces the air as a gray spear crashes against the armor. The lightning spreads, covering the armor. The sheer strength of the impact pushes the armor away, and both burrow deep into a dune, sending an explosion of sand into the air.

Lightning flashes again, and the spear gets pulled back.

Isabella attacks next. One of the fire orbs floating over her shoulder elongates and turns into a flaming arrow which she nocks to her bow. Even though the bow is nearly as tall as her, she manages to draw the string of mana that appears and fires the arrow. As it leaves the string it grows even brighter and more compressed, a brilliant arrow made of blue fire that Isabella subtly manipulates to compensate for her lack of skill.

The blue arrow leaves a wake of shimmering hot air, and when it passes over the sand, it melts. The longer it flies, the more it speeds up, and by the time it reaches the crater left by the armor, I can barely track it with my eyes.

The explosion that ensues sends flames high into the air, some as tall as a building. The impact sprays molten sand into the area, and as it falls, it shines brightly like drops of hot glass.

Even before the fires disappear, the armor climbs out of the sand, slightly charred but unharmed.

At that point, its movements change. It’s not so inhuman this time, no, it’s slow and elegant. The Fallen Hero stomps on the ground, and the sand explodes high into the air like a series of geysers as the shockwave blows away the flames.

“It’s not using skills at all; it’s just sheer physical stats,” Myrra whispers, her eyes glued to the piece of glass.

The armor moves again and disappears from sight, another shockwave erupting in its wake.

It takes another leap, much lower and faster this time.

Just before the armor reaches Maya and Lily, I notice Kim moving his arm, and the armor stops mid-air and crashes back to the ground, pulled by the immense force of gravity.

Mana radiates from Maya, and her mana armor envelops her, denser than anything she’s ever shown me before. She uses [Boost], moving past Lily, and as the armor stands up, her axe crashes into it, sending it staggering backward.

Before she can attack again, the Fallen Hero swings its arm, and she is sent flying, as the front of her armor cracks. The armor takes a step to follow her, but Lily appears in front of it, and the armor changes its mind and punches her. The punch is smooth and elegant, looking like the result of thousands of repetitions.

Its hand passes through Lily’s chest, but then the twin’s illusion disappears, and Lily hits it with her fist instead and sends a blast of gray mana through the punch.

For the first time, the armor takes damage, the smoke-like mana leaving deep gouges.

The armor starts moving at terrifying speed, and I notice the bag on Lily’s back growing smaller as she uses [Sacrifice]. As she does this, she moves nearly as quickly as the armor. They exchange blows until the armor feints and then kicks, breaking her arm. She rolls across the ground over a distance longer than a football field.

It dashes at Lily, but Dennis is there. He grabs her and pulls her away while a dozen illusions obscure them, each one realistic enough to fool even me, and each of them with different mana signatures.

Instead of dealing with them individually, the armor stomps, creating another crater as the shockwave destroys the entire dune along with the illusions.

Isabella shoots another arrow, but this one is different. Sophie, knowing that she can’t manipulate a mind that doesn’t exist, uses [Manipulation] to compress the arrow and even tie the web she’s created to it.

There is no explosion of flames from the area, just a localized burst that is extremely compressed and thus pierces a hole through the Fallen Hero, exiting on the other side.

A piercing noise follows, and a spear trailed by lightning flies directly at the hero’s heart, and for the first time, the armor blocks. It puts an arm in front of its chest and is sent flying.

Before the spear can return, the armor grabs it and stabs at Maya, who charges it. She barely dodges, but the next elegant stab pierces her chest. The armor tries to move to finish the woman encased in armor but is prevented by the web Sophie prepared coiling around it and halting its movements.

Maya gets to her feet, the wound on her chest healing at a visible speed, and her armor flickers and disappears. Instead, she creates an axe larger than she is that takes on a dark blue color with a streak of light blue mana flowing through it.

Her swing is quick and deadly, the axe burrowing into the armor’s neck.

Getting a warning, she lets go of the weapon and uses [Boost] to escape quickly.

The armor tears apart the skills holding it back. Not by disrupting them, no. Just by using raw power that defies any attempt to slow it down.

At the same time, a dozen javelins trailed by lightning crash against it. One after another, each of the javelins crumples and breaks, and yet they leave dents in the armor and channel their lightning through it.

A few fire arrows join in, and Min-Jae also uses his eye, closing his hand as he reaches towards the armor. As he closes it, the armor moves quickly, and instead of its chest, its forearm gets crumpled under the force of the press.

The Fallen Hero turns to Min-Jae, and its focus stays on him. Lily, presses the attack and gets thrown by a skillful kick that leaves even more of her bones broken.

A swing of its arm destroys the illusion and the entire dune in front of it. The sheer pressure of the swing throws Maya and the twins away.

Then it rushes at Min-Jae.

Dozens of iron balls crash against it, each one that hits slowing it down a bit more as Min-Jae stacks his [Gravity Well] and increases the weight of the armor.

The dome-like web Sophie’s been creating shrinks and tangles around the armor, slowing it even further, but it’s still not enough.

Every time it gets slowed down, more mana flows through it, strengthening it further. The heart of the Champion beats weaker than when he was alive, but it’s still loud, even after his death.

The spear the armor’s been holding starts pulling it toward Tess, but the armor just grabs it with both hands and breaks the epic weapon like it’s nothing, and the pieces fall to the ground.

Another stomp sends sand into the air, blocking the view as the armor charges.

I watch as a big armored arm grabs Min-Jae and tears off the boy’s arm, only for the illusion to disappear as Lily stands there instead of Min-Jae, her arm torn off. The petite healer uses her skill, and all the sacrifices in her bag disappear, her waist-long hair shortening even further.

She doesn’t regenerate her arm, no, the petite maniac even sacrifices the arm the armor is still holding, and then punches the Fallen Hero in the chest, her gray mana flowing through him.

At the last moment, the armor shifts, and a burst of gray mana eats its arm instead of reaching its heart.

Immediately after, with immense speed, it punches Lily, denting her chest, and then breaks Lily’s neck.

Before the armor can tear off her head, purple tentacles coil around it and tie it up, not allowing any movement.

After a moment of struggle, the Fallen Hero gets loose, and when it tries to find Lily, she is already gone, an Illusion from the twins helping her escape.

Turning towards the newest enemy, the armor takes a step towards Biscuit, who doesn’t even growl, just observes it curiously.

Biscuit tilts his head, a focused expression overtaking his face, and instead of purple tentacles, an orb of purple mana materializes in front of the corgi. The orb starts off as big as a basketball but shrinks to the size of a golf ball, its purple color darkening with streaks of different colors flowing through.

Don’t tell me.

The orb starts glowing bright white, and Biscuit shoots it at the Fallen Hero who tries to run away but is once again stopped by Sophie.

Aaron appears next to Biscuit and grabs him from the ground. He activates [Haste] and runs at a speed that is almost as quick as the armor.

Then the Fallen Hero changes again. The first time it happened, its awkward movements became smoother and elegant, yet this time they’ve become confident and domineering. Even though Sophie holds the armor, it straightens up and slashes its hand towards the orb flying at it.

The orb disappears as if it never existed, and an immense force slashes against the ground, creating a deep and long crack in the sand.

Another slash with its hand destroys Biscuit’s mana arms as they reach toward it, and the stomp creates a shockwave that forms another crater around the armor.

Biscuit growls and javelins made of purple mana form by his sides as he is being carried by Aaron. The mana projectiles shoot towards the armor, which blocks each of them easily.

Meanwhile, Tess and Min-Jae finish their preparation, and from high in the air, something starts falling. It’s the chest made of unknown material that once contained the eye Min-Jae now sports. The indestructible chest is falling much quicker than it should be, and I’m sure it’s much heavier as well, the force behind it being immense.

Dozens of purple tentacles explode from the ground and surround the armor. Sophie activates her skill, and even the twins seem to use their [Connection] in a weird way.

With a shockwave, the chest smashes against the armor, crumpling and bending it and forcing it to its knees. The sheer weight and inertia dealing immense damage.

But slowly, the Fallen Hero still stands up. Its stance changes once more, and it disappears from the spot, reappearing in front of Min-Jae and Maya. The young boy doesn’t even have time to react, but Maya does. Her [Boost] gives her enough speed to face the armor for a few seconds even though she is bleeding and tearing her body as she moves, the crown on her head keeping her alive.

A dozen attacks are exchanged in a second, both of them changing positions to try to gain an advantage over each other while Lily moves nearby.

Even though the armor has only one arm, it dominates Maya, and the moment her skill deactivates, a hand swings to her face. Messages are exchanged between the group and Lily grabs the armor by the hand, her body strengthened by [Sacrifice], now capable of following the armor.

Quickly pulling its arm away, the armor dashes and disappears, attacking Isabella.

Lily disappears simultaneously and steps into its path, the two of them exchanging blows.

Giving up on her ranged advantage, Tess lands nearby, a crown over her head and lightning crackling and trailing her body. Her face appears on the piece of aurora glass, and she declares something, the armor freezing in mid-movement and turning to her.

Tess’s crown disappears, the lightning that formed it flowing down her body and into her hand where it reforms into the shape of a spear. The blonde faces it and attacks the armor as it changes its stance again, to the form with elegant movements.

Lily, with her presence masked by the twin’s skill, jumps on the armor’s back. Her gray mana turns into a dagger which she repeatedly stabs into the armor’s helmet, causing it to stagger a bit. More messages are exchanged between the members and skills activate, forcing the armor to stop its movements.

Then Tess takes a step forward and a spear of lightning pierces right through the place where the heart is supposed to be.

In the following silence, nothing moves for a while, and the wind continues to move sand over the dunes until it stops as well.

Finally, the Fallen Hero staggers and falls to its knees.

 



Congratulations! Your group has completed your Floor quest and defeated the second Calamity.

You have received 4000 shards.

 



Relieved, everyone from Group 4 groups up, smiles on their faces as they check on each other and seem to read notifications as well.

The boys, still weak and wounded, start checking the armor lying on the ground, and I notice they are talking quickly.

In the end, they did it; on their own, they defeated the Calamity, and I see that every single one of them has become stronger. Some of them by a lot, and some didn’t have the chance to show it fully because of the opponent they were facing.

Another soft ding sounds, and curious I check the new Floor quest that has appeared.

Floor quest: Kill Lynthari Matriarch Myrra

Reward: 6000 shards

            


Chapter 268 - End of the world


                I’ve decided to ignore the side quest for now and look at the entrance to the 5th floor that’s appeared next to me. Through the portal, I see a grassy hill and a few trees to the side, not unlike the forest on the first floor.

“Feral One,” Myrra calls to me, “Who are you and the people in your group?”

“I can’t tell you.”

The movement of her tail continues, but as of late, it’s somewhat lifeless.

I observe her.

Myrra is taller than me by two heads, she has white hair and golden cat-like eyes. A deep scar runs horizontally across her face, and two cat-like ears perch on top of her head. She is slim but has the musculature of an athlete, and her tail is long and slightly fluffy.

That’s Myrra, the fake Champion candidate as she called herself. According to Eris, she is capable of reaching the rank of Champion and is currently worth 6000 shards dead.

She will likely disappear after we step through the portal, so should I…

“That’s fine then, if you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to,” she says simply, and the piece of Aurora glass we used to observe the fight disappears.

The lynthari then turns around and slides down the dune to where we left our things.

Meanwhile, I open the Beyond Community.

Sset - We did it. No one is seriously hurt, but we will rest for a while and then split the things before we enter the portal, just in case we get split again.

Noname - Good job.

Grumpy - You should have seen it! It was super scary, but everyone did so well!

Lily joins the conversation as well. A few weeks have already passed, so I guess she has dealt with her grief, along with the others.

I pause for a moment and think about it. How sad it is that people can adapt so quickly to someone dying, no matter how much they held them dear. Just some time, and the memory will weaken, along with the pain.

But maybe it’s better that way, a life where you grieve for years would be terrible, so having someone be a nice memory might be better in the end.

It also makes me wonder how people would react if I died. Would they be sad? If so, for how long? A day or two? A few weeks? Would I be forgotten after a few weeks with barely anyone to remember that I existed?

Well, I’d rather not get there.

Noname - I watched the fight, and you all did great. I have a few things that you guys could improve on and I will share them with you later so you can compare, but for now, good job.

Grumpy - You are nearby! Why don’t you join us?

I hesitate, my eyes on the screen, but Tess joins in.

Sset - We talked about it. He will join us on the next floor.

She probably also says something to Lily out of the chat, but I can’t be sure.

Grumpy - Don’t forget, you still owe me! I will tell others what you said and see you on the next floor!

Lily then says something extremely scary. Something about taking the remains of the Champion´s heart and examining it and maybe using it as inspiration to reconstruct hers. She also says that the boys are already fighting over the pieces of Valorplate.

After that, Gareth joins as well and speaks with Tess for a bit, some congratulations and his constant behavior as a paragon of all good and just.

There’s no way that guy isn’t evil, I’m sure of it.

I finally close the Community and lay down on the dune, the warm sand feels nice under my back, even as it’s getting into my clothes, and the sun’s rays on my skin improve my mood.

I’ve been putting off rejoining Group 4, maybe sometime during the 5th floor. Yes, there is a risk of us getting split again, so maybe it would be nice to greet them here on the 4th, but I just don’t feel like it. I really don’t.

While resting a terrifying monster reaches towards my mind, and I let the communication occur.

(Food?) sounds in my head.

(Yes, you did a good job.)

(Food!)

(Yes, both of us have to become stronger.)

(Food Food?)

(I need some time. To think.)

(Friend.)

(Thank you.)

(Friend!)

(Friend, yes.)

(Friend friend!)

(Yes, you are my friend. Talk to Tess, I gave her a few pieces of Archdeer jerky before I left.)

(FRIEND!)

Even though I told him about the amazing treat near him, Biscuit doesn’t cut the connection and continues speaking with me.

I feel myself calm down and a weird sense of relief when I talk with him. I think Isabella said it once; it’s as if there is no evil in Biscuit. I can let my defenses down.

After a bit more time, it’s me who cuts off the connection so he can go and get the treats he deserves, and I slide down the dune towards Myrra.

 



 

After another two days, Group 4 leaves through the portal. Everything is distributed, and everyone is holding their items. Their bodies are healed, and mana topped up.

I get a few messages from Lily and Tess who also send greetings from others, and after they enter the 5th floor, the connection cuts off.

That’s when I look down and see Myrra sunbathing there, a slight smile on her lips.

She is clearly weaker than any other Calamity, so why did the system offer me so many shards to kill her? Is it the work of the tutorial’s system, or is someone influencing it to anger the Ruler of Greed and possibly me as well? Could it be the intent I met in Beyond, still angry at my refusal?

Pushing the thoughts away I lay my hand against the highest quality mana stone I have and continue working on the inscriptions.

 



 

A day passes, and feeling ready, I stand up and bury the mana stone I was working on in the sand. Then I look at Myrra for one last time and grab the bags I’ve packed, heading up the dune towards the entrance.

The system and its 6000 shards can fuck off and choke on them.

“Feral One,” she calls after me, “no goodbyes?”

Hearing her tone, I stop and put the bags near the entrance. I turn and look back at her.

“How much do you know?” I ask.

“Not much, it’s hard to think about these things, and I get the feeling that something is messing with me,” right now she is just a shadow of her usual cheery self.

Myrra looks like someone sitting and waiting to die, facing something she can’t do anything about no matter how much she tries.

“Why didn’t you want to return to Virelia?”

“Because it doesn’t matter, Feral One. All of this is…” She gestures all around but avoids saying more. Her face is hard for me to look at. Her expression pleading.

I take a step away from her and towards the portal.

“I’ve learned most of this from observing you and your behaviors, and right now, I have a feeling that I will die the moment you take those few steps. Something terrible will happen when you leave. So, Feral One, won’t you stay a bit longer? A few weeks. No, a few days, even a few hours.” The expression she makes hurts me.

A majestic Lyntari I have always admired, reduced to this. Because of the system, because no way out has been offered to her.

“Myrra,” I start slowly, “do you remember speaking with me about the human from Serpent’s Eye? The one you watched from a distance.”

She nods, “Yes, I do.”

“Back then, you told me he always acted high and mighty, with an arrogance that you liked and admired, yet in the end, the time came where he begged, where he cried and did everything he could to stay alive.”

A short nod. I’m sure she knows where I’m going with this.

“So, Myrra, allow me to ask. Are you the same as that human? Will you cry and beg?”

At first, her eyes water, the sun reflecting in them, both focused on me. Then she shakes her head, and a laugh escapes her lips and she looks down at her hands.



One quiet minute passes, interrupted only by the wind blowing over the dunes we stand on, sending the sand flying.

After that, slowly her expression changes. Her posture straightens up, and she clenches her teeth. The tail that was, up til now hanging sadly moves and twitches. Myrra looks even taller now, and her determined expression makes her look the most beautiful I’ve ever seen her.

Instead of stepping through the portal, I step away from it, and our mana engages.

“Then, as one last farewell, allow me to show you why they call me a Champion candidate,” even her voice is stronger as she reaches towards the sky, Aurora glass surrounding her.

 



 

POV Myrra

Feral one… no, Nathaniel wears an expression I am seeing for the first time, but I decide not to point it out. He can count it as part of my thanks.

I’m still scared, and worried, but all of that is pushed away as mana starts radiating from the man in front of me.

His mana flows in patterns that I’ve never seen before, powering all the skills he possesses. Even though there are places where he is lacking, I can see the sheer amount of work he puts in. The amount of careful thinking he spends on his skills, and every bit used to push where his talent shouldn’t be able to go.

Nathaniel is like a rough gem waiting to be cut and polished so it can shine brighter than anyone else. And that applies to his personality as well. Like many humans I’ve met, he bears some past trauma that holds him back, and when he finally gets over it, he will be even more beautiful.

Our skills clash. Our bodies move, trying to gain an advantage over each other. Neither of us is holding back; the fight we lead is a conversation between the two of us and the last goodbye.

I attack, and he dodges. Countering my skills he continues to observe the entire time. He pushes, and I take on his attacks, redirecting them and avoiding them as much as possible.

Ever since I met him outside of Virellia, I kept observing him through my Aurora glass. His entertaining manners, his prideful bearing, and the love for his group he still doesn’t want to accept.

Oh, how much fun I had watching this silly feral human.

A deep wound spreads across my arm because of my impatience and golden flames explode around him, melting the sand and reaching towards the sky, fed by his heartbeat. My Aurora glass moves in front of me to block the attack.

Nathaniel’s expression is happy and sad at once. That much I can tell. Happy because he was able to help me and sad because… I shake my head to stop thinking further. Something will not allow me to do so, so there is no sense in it.

I combine my skills, surround my body with Aurora glass, and step out from the tiniest piece I left on his clothes so long ago.

A slight movement of his eyebrow is all that slips, but anyone else would look at it with an expression of pure shock.

Leaving a deep wound on his side, I step back. My body is heating up even more, my teeth are showing, and I feel my tail swirl behind me.

He lets out a happy laugh and I attack again.

We fight, we bleed. The most beautiful fight I’ve ever had, both of us know each other’s skills and both of us are strong enough to make each other go all out with full force and then push even further.

But it has to come to an end, and it does. My concentration slips up, and he grabs hold of his mana, stopping his attack mid-air from killing me.

I have lost, but it’s a loss I’m proud of because it was against him.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Farewell, Myrra,” the expression he makes is also a new one to me.

How do I look in his eyes right now, I wonder. A small step in his grand adventure or someone he remembers once in a while? Will he think of me fondly, or will I forever be a silly lynthari he met by coincidence?

I watch as he takes his bags, and then, after giving me one last look, he takes a few steps and then he is gone. The moment he disappears, everything freezes. The sand stops moving, the wind stops blowing, and the air itself feels as if stuck in time.

The world has ended.

 



 

A day passes. I lay in the sand, and eat the food he got from somewhere. I think, meditate, and practice.

I’m not used to being alone.

 



 

A week has passed, and far in the distance, I notice dark clouds coming from all sides and heading towards me.

Extreme earthquakes hit the desert once in a while.

There is still no wind, and not a single grain of sand has moved.

I’m still staying at the same place, and I don’t know why.

 



 

Two weeks have passed, and during one of my meditations, I detect something.

When I burrow my hands into the sand, it’s the highest-grade mana stone I ever saw, with an extremely delicate set of inscriptions. There is an immense amount of his mana left in the stone.

The cloudy wall from all sides comes closer.

 



 

Three weeks have passed. The sun doesn’t feel warm anymore, and the cloud wall is nearby. The earthquakes come more often, and only a little bit of his mana remains in the mana stone I’m holding.

 



 

Four weeks have passed.

In the air, at exactly the same place where he disappeared, a tear appears. It’s jagged and uneven, and through it, a black dagger pokes, making it bigger.

Then through the hole, a beautiful woman steps out. She has silver hair and is wearing a comfortable set of clothes you could wear out on the town or into a fight. The woman is young, but the moment our eyes meet, I shudder.

I feel no mana from her, no sign of skills, nor is there any information in her stance. But her eyes betray it all; they scare me like nothing ever before in my life.

She then throws the black dagger into the ground and talks toward it, “You’ve had enough, stop fighting back.”

My world changes again. The cloud wall that was so close disappears, and the sun feels warmer. The wind starts blowing again, and grains of sand move once more. It’s as if the woman in front of me brought life back to the world.

She sees that I’m staring at the dagger and turns to me, “It’s a bit annoying, just like its creator,” an almost imperceptible smile is on her lips.

The silver-haired woman examines me for a bit longer and then nods, “Little kitten, you are fake as well, aren’t you?”

I don’t understand her words fully, but hearing her call me ‘little kitten’ angers me. They are words no one would dare to say to a lynthari, but I do not dare to correct her.

“Yes, I think,” I reply.

She stops in front of me, even shorter than Nathaniel, yet she doesn’t seem to be impressed by me at all and walks around, poking me at places, “Lynthari, aren’t you? I met some of your race. Your Champions were always cheeky, cute things.”

“What is happening? What does all of this mean?” I try to ask in hopes she will be able to answer.

“You will forget it anyway, so there is no need to tell you, but I need someone to test a few things on, and you will do. As for a bit of explanation,” she takes the mana stone from my hands. “You can thank this thing for being alive. Without it…” The rest of the words she says disappear in the wind.

I look at the stone, “What is it?”

The woman observes the stone for a bit longer and then crushes it in her hand. “He’s improved a bit,” she mutters quietly and then looks up at me. “It’s a terribly inadequate attempt at a personality imprint.” Pieces of the broken mana stone fall from her hand down on the sand. “To explain simply, he tried to make this stone feel like him, to trick the…” another word I can’t hear, “into thinking he is still on the …” and another.

Her hand moves to her lips, and she blows off the rest of the stone. “Without it, this…” again, the words I can’t hear, “would end, and you would be long dead.”

“Why would he do that? How would that thing… help me?”

“That’s something you should ask yourself, little kitten. Was it a desperate attempt, akin to throwing a letter in a bottle into the sea? Maybe he wanted to prolong your life? Maybe he knew I would be coming and hoped for us to meet? Who knows.”

She starts looking around looking extremely relaxed. The confidence that radiates from her is unlike anything I have seen in my life. It’s to the point where even I feel she is capable of doing whatever she wishes to.

“Will you allow me to join you? I can even become your disciple.” Unable to endure it all, I push against her, even if there is the option of her retaliating.

Instead, she stares at me, “You remind me of someone.”

She then puts down a bag, and from it, an arm pokes out. The arm of a woman, pale and smooth with elegant fingers.

The woman sees where I’m looking, “An arm of someone bearing the same title I did. It will be useful,” she says simply.

Then she turns to me, “My name is Lissandra, the first and last Absolute of Eladore, the planet that went through more Pairings than I bother counting. The weight of my title is not something I take lightly, and neither do I take having a disciple. In my long life, I have had only two. A young woman sent to spy on me, whom I considered talented enough to declare an Absolute candidate, a greedy little thing. The second one, for but a short time, was a young man, too prideful to accept his limits and not realizing that the rank of Champion is as far as he can go.”

Each of her words sounds like a declaration that has entire worlds as its witness.

“You, meanwhile, are a fake, the same as me,” even though she says that it doesn’t seem to bother her, “But who said a fake can’t beat the original?” The smile that spreads across her face is scary.

What she shows is a type of confidence that would make a weaker person kneel and worship her.

“We have a lot to do, little kitten,” she says. “I’m not unreasonable. If you listen to me, I can promise you one thing,” as she talks, I watch her, hanging onto her words.

Nothing else in the world matters other than the words she is about to say.

“You will find out the truth about this all. About the little pup, about the words you can’t hear, about your world and this place. That much should be enough, right?”



I can only nod.



“Good, now, do you know about any healers? Even a bad one will do, I just need them to have a healing skill.”

My tail moves on its own, “I know about one that is hiding.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    So, how did you like the end of the 4th floor? I hope you enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it. This chapter is extra long so you guys don’t end up on a cliffhanger again. If you have any questions, you can comment under this chapter or ask me on Discord.

If you really liked it, I wouldn’t mind at all if you left a review - I feed on them!

Anyway, thanks for reading and commenting, and hooray to the 5th floor!



                



Chapter 269 - 5th Floor


                Congratulations! You have cleared the 4th floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial. Welcome to the 5th floor: Mentorship

You have acquired:

Unique Passive skill

Skill upgrade token

2000 Shards

60 stat points

Access to other Communities

 

Well, there goes my 6 thousand shards for killing Myrra.

Do I regret it?

Not even a bit, nope, not even slightly. The system can go and delete its System32 folder, or step on a Lego, or something.

I confirm my decision by flipping the bird at the screen in front of me and laying down on the grass. The sky above me is beautiful and as far as I can sense there are no humans or monsters around. The 5th floor seems peaceful so far.

My thoughts keep going back to the 4th floor and the mana stone I left behind. I wonder, will it help? Will the system ignore it and delete the floor instantly? Will the stone trick it, even a little? Have things changed because of Lissandra? The stone might only prolong Myrra’s suffering, yet I still find myself hoping.

Lying there I open the community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - so how is it?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -Nat! I’m happy that you are safe!

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Who is Nat?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - oh, sorry! But don’t worry, there is no one else, just our group

Noname (Hell, group 4) -how can you know that?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - no one else has talked so far!

Oh boy, maybe all the hits she took on the head left some damage she couldn’t heal.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) -hello, Noname! what a terrible name!

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) -long time no see

Sset (Hell, group 4) - welcome to the 5th floor

I talk for a while, and greet group 4 members. After not talking to them for a few weeks it feels weirdly nice and I feel myself pushing my feelings about what happened with Myrra and the end of the floor to the back of my mind.

For now, I will hope. I will allow myself to expect the best. I will trust that Cockroachsandra is as scary as she likes to think she is.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -so has everyone been split up?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - yes, from what we found so far everyone is in their own instance of the 5th floor. They seem to be identical to each other, but it looks like we won’t be able to meet each other.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) -I have to go, my disciple is getting impatient!

Huh, disciple?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - I will be going as well. Don’t forget to check the Community every hour, stay safe everyone

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -Food!

We exchange a few more words and I close the Community.

Well, it looks like I will be on my own for a while. Min-Jae said he had a disciple, so what is this floor about?

Floor quest:

Raise and protect your disciple

Rewards:

???

Skill upgrade token

5000 Shards

100 stat points

Trait strengthening token

 

Welcome to the 5th floor! Your disciple will be summoned in 24 hours. The disciple will be chosen from the tutorial database, specially for you.

If your disciple dies on the 5th floor you will be severely punished.

If your disciple dies outside of the 5th floor you will lose a certain amount of shards.

Time until the appearance of the disciple: 23h 51min 10s

 

That’s a lot to unpack.

Asking others doesn’t seem to make sense as they surely don’t have any more information than what the system has given me. The most important part is that the death of a disciple will lead to severe punishment. The weird part is that it mentions the possibility of death somewhere outside the 5th floor. What does that mean?

And what does it mean by raise and protect? Does that mean my disciple will be young?

Noname (Hell, group 4) -How old are the disciples?

Sset (Hell, group 4) -Mine is 6 years old, the others are the same. Sorry, I have to go!

Oh boy, this floor is getting messy. The rewards are too, just some question marks as the first reward.

At least it looks like I have some time so why don’t I sort things out?

 

Do you really want to sell the following item for 5000 shards?

Skill upgrade token

Yes/No

 

I confirm and the skill upgrade token disappears. It looks like it was the same grade as the one from the side quest and that leaves me with 20,462 shards.

Just in case I go through the shop and look for a rarity higher than epic, but I don’t find any at all. It looks like even 20 thousand shards is not enough or there is some other requirement that I need to fulfill for it to unlock. Maybe another Primary class upgrade? Subclass upgrade? Higher floor? Do I need to find something of higher than epic rarity “in the wild” for it to unlock in the shop?

Well, it’s something to think about later.

I spend the next few minutes scrolling through the passives offered to me by the shop and then the ones I’m getting from the 4th-floor quest.

After a bit of thinking, I decide to buy a passive I thought about before. There still isn’t anything better and as I’ve noticed with the weaker version I possess, I could be capable of learning it on my own and turning it into an active skill, hopefully. Plus, out of all healing passives, it feels the strongest, making use of Primordial thermal energy.

Yes, I could go healing passive based on the amount of mana I possess but none of those I’ve been offered feels like the burst of strong healing I need. It feels like an excuse, but the main reason is my hope of acquiring an active healing skill and I tried a lot while relying on my mana to get there and trying to copy Lily. It didn’t work at all so maybe Primordial thermal energy will get me there.

When I try to buy it a notification pops up.

 

Unable to buy another passive! Every being within the system is limited to 5 passives at most.

Please get rid of one or sell it to replace it with a new one.

 

And it’s as expected.

I heard about it from Dennis when the boys tried to have a build with a dozen uncommon passive skills, but they told me they were unable to go over five. I had hoped it was because of their lower level or because of them not having a primary class upgrade, but it looks like there is a limit to the amount of passives one can hold.

Now that I think about it, there might be one for active skills as well. Currently, I have 9 active skills so maybe it’s 10? The system likes rounded numbers.

Passive skills:

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

Mana Reservoir (epic)

Arcane Resilience (epic)

One of the passives comes from the Primary class so that leaves only 4 passive skills for the user to decide. An annoying limit, but there might be a reason for it.

 

Do you really want to sell the following item for 200 shards?

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

Yes/No

 

Then I buy the new passive.

Phoenix Embrace (epic):The user harnesses Thermal Energy, channeling controlled bursts of heat to accelerate the healing process, using primordial energy’s transformative nature to heal their wounds.

It cost me 12,350 shards, leaving me with 8,312, I decide to keep them for now while I once again go through the epic passives I’ve been offered for completing the 4th-floor quest.

This time there are 6 of them, but I didn’t find any of them in the system shop when I checked.

 

Basilisk Gaze (epic):

The user possesses a passive intimidating aura, causing unease and fear in adversaries. This skill doesn’t paralyze with a look, but it does unsettle opponents, making them less effective in combat.

 

Mana Overload Absorption (epic):

The user’s mana channels are highly proficient at absorbing excess mana, mitigating the negative effects of mana overloads, and ensuring stability in challenging magical situations.

 

Mana Forge (epic):

The user’s manipulation of mana transcends its limits, enabling them to shape mana into intricate and powerful constructs. These creations possess remarkable durability and destructive capabilities, making them formidable.

 

Kinetic Momentum (epic):

The user’s mastery of kinetic energy allows them to effortlessly transfer tremendous kinetic force between their body, weapons, and projectiles, resulting in devastating impacts and unparalleled effectiveness.

 

Energy Conversion (epic):

The user naturally converts ambient energy into personal strength and stamina. This passive skill grants them increased endurance and resilience, making them less susceptible to fatigue and energy-based attacks.

 

Labyrinth Mind (epic):

The user’s thoughts are incredibly complex and protected, rendering them near immune to mind-reading, scrying, and mental intrusion. This skill also confuses anyone attempting to manipulate their thoughts or memories.

 

So, let’s go through them one after one.

I probably got Basilisk Gaze because I like to use my mana for intimidation lately. I don’t like it much because it is passive and walking around with a field like that sounds annoying. But now that I think about it, I’m capable of turning off my passive skills so it should be fine, turning this passive into a semi-active skill.

The effect is most likely really strong because it’s a passive skill, but I would rather deal more damage and kill my enemies quickly rather than scare them and kill them slowly. So this one’s a pass for now.

Mana Overload Absorption is similar to a skill I was offered a while ago, the old one was only of rare grade. I like this one a lot, a lot a lot. If I don’t change my mind I’ll pick this one.

Mana Forge is also interesting and would strengthen my [Regalia] a lot and would probably make it easier to create the mana mecha armor I already used a few times. Yet I hesitate, as it’s something I will slowly get to on my own and I don’t need [Regalia] to become much stronger, it’s really strong already and I’m even using [Infusion] to give it an even bigger boost. This one is also a skip for now.

Energy Conversion sounds interesting. Does it mean the passive is capable of turning heat into strength and stamina? Maybe even cold? Would a higher rarity skill be capable of turning sunrays into more power? That does sound incredible. A being with such a passive? Turning sunrays, cold air, hot air, strong wind, gravitational force, and other energies into physical stats?

The effect likely won’t be that strong otherwise the skill would be straight-up broken and this asshole system wouldn’t allow that, but I should keep it in mind.

Labyrinth Mind is probably something similar to my Mantle and Reinforcement constructs. I also like it a lot, but with my immense mana, I should be able to protect my mind on my own, which was confirmed when Sophie wasn’t capable of Manipulating the First One while he was releasing a lot of mana.

Well, Mana Overload Absorption it is, the question is what skill should I replace?

Thinking for a while I sell Cerebral Harmony for 200 shards and replace it with the newest one. I think the boost Cerebral Harmony gives to my mind and mana connection is too weak at this point to even notice so it should be fine.

As expected the pain is terrible and it feels like my mana channels are burning, a feeling almost as bad as when I got my first trait. The worst part of it is how long it takes. Minutes of burning pain that is made worse by the feeling of it coming from inside my body.

Using [Focus], I try to filter it out and examine the changes being made to my body.

As many times before I can’t even feel the source of the changes or what is guiding them. I’m also incapable of feeling mana or anything else applying the changes. It’s just happening.

The system is truly as scary as it is assholish.

Epic passives being dealt with, there is one thing I want to check before testing them. Something I was really, really curious about ever since the start of the floor. 

I open the community, click on Easy Difficulty, and type my message.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -hey, what was your floor quest for the 4th floor?

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) -oh, another one from group 4! Welcome!

Sami (Easy, AFK) - lol, another loser from Hell. Only on the 5th floor, lol.

Maria (Easy, AFK) -Ignore Sami, he likes to think he is funny.

Potato (Easy, Royals) - Noname, did you meet Ligma on the 4th floor?

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) - our floor quest was to kill some abomination ant. I couldn’t even see his level, but he had two question marks. One group killed him a few months ago; we went to the 5th floor.

Sami (Easy, AFK) -we even have people who went to the 6th floor two months ago, lol.

Potato (Easy, Royals) - did you learn about Updog?

Sami (Easy, AFK) -they might be on the 7th or 8th floor already. I bet they could take you on. I don’t trust that Sset guy at all. There is no way there are three question mark monsters.

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) -what’s your level, Noname?

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Sami, I will see you during the tournament. Thanks for the answer, Channeler. Is Mana the best stat? I will keep my level to myself.

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) -oooo, I like you! Mana rules! Are you also a mana build? I’m 2 parts mana and one part constitution, and people call me crazy, heh. What are you? 3 mana 1 con? Or maybe even 4 mana 1 con?



I check my stats.

Constitution: 246

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 782 + 782

Noname (Hell, group 4) - something like that. Can I ask you a few questions?

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) - sure, but you will have to answer some of mine - well, the ones you can.

I’m really starting to like the guy.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -will do.

I ignore other messages as there are at this point a dozen people chatting, and I don’t have that much time with my limit for community and need to save some for later.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -how many groups are there in Easy difficulty and how many people started in each? Can you tell me your floor quests and your average levels?

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) -heh, Sset asked the same questions. 10 groups in total, each group with 200 people, but plenty of them moved to normal difficulty. One group nearly all died and only 1 person survived out of all 200. We think he killed everyone else though. First floor - survive for 30 days in the forest, there were goblins and some wolves, all low level. The second floor was to stop a powerful mage mass murderer, the third floor was some post-apocalyptic city with zombies, and we had to reach the Saint and help to fight it, the fourth floor was to kill the abomination ant, two question mark monster.

Nice answer, short and to the point.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -thanks, what would you like to know?

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) -did you really have to fight 5 calamities one of which was a giant ant with wings that was over level 250 and led tens of thousands of ants?

Noname (Hell, group 4) -only 4 Calamities and the ant didn’t have wings, he made them with mana. And yes, he was around that level.

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) - heh, I was testing you. I wanted to compare your answer to Sset’s. Thanks. My limit is gone so see you later!

After Channeler leaves, I skim through a few messages and turn off the community. Tomorrow I will check the normal one.

            


Chapter 270 - One second


                Flashbacks - Earth, 1 week before Nathaniel got into the tutorial

“Yes, as I said. Some of the lower security prisoners have disappeared, around 15 women and a similar number of men. Along with the guards, a doctor, and some of the visitors. An entire block of the building is gone.”

“Explosion?”

“If it was an explosion, it’s the weirdest I’ve ever heard of. We already had someone here, asking… no, ordering us to blame it on a gas leak and declare them dead.”

“FBI?”

“Most likely, the director told us to follow orders and not ask questions.”

“I’m not getting paid enough to stick my nose into this so let’s do that. Did you start contacting the next of kin of the people who disappeared?”

“Yes, we did, we contacted some of them, but there were a few that we couldn’t find any contacts for.”

“Keep trying.”

 







 

“We lost one of our Typhoon class submarines, sir.”

“Come again.”

“I don’t know how to say it otherwise, sir, we lost contact, sir.”

“Did ASW not find anything? Is there any chance that it could be a secret mission from the higher-ups?”

“That’s unlikely, they were supposed to return to restock and change crew.”

“Their equipment?”

“Intercontinental ballistic missiles, each armed with multiple nuclear warheads. They had a hundred of them.”

“How sure are we of their disappearance?”

“They were on the surface having a direct line to one of our warships and got cut off in the middle. We already sent a few ships to their last location.”

“Let me know as soon as you get more information. Anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

 







 

“Did you hear? The train Matus was on crashed just this morning!”

“What the hell, really? How is he? Is he ok?”

“We don’t know,” a boy takes a few steps and opens the door for a group of his friends.

They enter the shop and quickly start picking out snacks before they go to school.

“I heard the train disappeared.” one of the friends says.

“Bullshit, how can a train disappear?” another of the boys waves his hand. “I tried to call Matus multiple times but he is not answering, I hope he’s ok.”

 







 

Two men stand and stare at a car. Well, what’s left of a car. The entire front end of the red pickup has been torn off, and the engine has been destroyed, and smashed.

“Did someone crash it and run away?”

“Yes, most likely in a tank while hiding the tread tracks.”

“Then how the fuck do you explain this?” one of the men screams, this car was brand new, barely used.

The other man points at the tracks in the mud.

“There is no way it was a bear!”

His fellow grabs the screaming man and leads him to the side of the car where deep gouges have been left in the door, “Can you still say it wasn’t a bear?”

“This has to be a prank!” the man screams again and they start arguing again.

 







 

Two boys sit high in a shaking tree, phones in their hands, both of them calling anyone they can. Parents, police, firefighters.

The tree they are sitting in is massive, yet it trembles constantly.

Howl.

The cause is the wolf below them. The wolf is bigger than it should have any right to be. Its skin is brown and its eyes emit a demonic glow in the dimming light.

Once again the tree shakes and the wolf howls while the boys scream.

 







 

Flashback - ???, 1 week before Nathaniel entered the tutorial

“My lord, we got a message from the Palace. It’s about the planet we’ve been Paired with.”

“That’s an unexpectedly quick reaction.”

“Yes, my lord, they wanted me to point out that that planet has Beyond explorers. We don’t know the exact number yet, but it’s likely between ten and thirty.”

“That’s quite a few for a planet that just entered its non-attack phase.”

“I agree, my lord. Would you like me to find out more?”

“There is no need; we would need to ask one of the Rulers for more information about their tutorial, and we can’t waste our resources like that.”

“As you command, I will try to learn which planets got the same instance of the tutorial; maybe we can use them during the last tournament.”

“Good idea, you can do that.”

 







 

I observe as my newest epic item, the Aqua Arcanum Vial, absorbs water from the lake I found. It’s been doing that for a few minutes already, a stream of water continuously flows through the air and into the vial. At this point, this thing contains more water than it should.

How interesting. How fascinating.

Spatial storage? System fuckery? Can I replicate it? Can I use it to store… mana? Well, I have batteries for that, but it won’t hurt to have more mana, right?

Huhu. I don’t have a problem.

At some point, the stream peters out, and I heft the vial. It still weighs the same, and when I use it, water bursts forth. Holding the item gives me control over the water, and I swirl it around me, creating some sort of barrier.

I try to use the water as a projectile as well, and it works. Unfortunately, the damage is terrible, more like splashing water at someone. The only advantage is the large amount of water it holds.

While examining it, I try to condense the water and turn it into a thinner and more pressurized stream, like the ones they use to cut sheet metal.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work, and I don’t have much control over the item. Well, not exactly, it’s more like the item itself lacks control; it feels like a limitation of the item itself, like it’s not made to be a weapon.

Still, it’s not so bad, so I start filling it again while I look around.

So far, I have met no monsters or detected any presence. When I flew high into the air, I saw some ruins far in the distance but I’ve decided to not go there right away.

I need to upgrade my construct, test my passives, and wait for my disciple. A disciple… such a strange thing. The Floor quest here is unlike any before, but up until now, there’s been some intent to them.

The first was to cull the weeds and introduce us to the basics of the system and skills while gradually increasing the difficulty.

The second was to show us a civilization at its peak, with Champions and an Absolute. The floor ended with a warning and showed us what we could be capable of. All of this has been shown to us while we’re still weak rather than being held back for later floors.

The third once again showed us the consequences of misusing our powers, and we had to rely on ourselves to survive, seek out information, and come up with a plan to deal with the Saint.

The fourth was the most freehand one. Plenty of options from hiring the natives, to turning calamities against each other, and a lot of ways to clear it. The Fallen Hero for those more suited to a single target, the Colony for those suited to large groups of enemies, And the more politically minded could start a war between the lynthari and the humans. The tree as an unmoving static target for those adept at channeling and preparation.

The fifth floor is to raise and protect a disciple. This all being a tutorial most likely means that we might be training people when we get back to Earth and this is probably meant as preparation. The title of disciple is important to the system. We met the corpse of a Champion’s disciple on the 4th floor and heard it mentioned multiple times. I also met Ruby on the second floor, and she was a disciple of that cockroach-like Absolute.

It all makes me curious. Disciples, candidates, Champions, and Absolutes. It might take a while, but I’ll get to all this.

The bottle is filled once again, and I put it into my pocket and look at the pile of items I brought here with me. At least I won’t be bored with so much work to be done.

But now, the most important part!

I have Mana Overload Absorption and Arcane Resilience, plus an improved healing passive. All three are epic skills that should be capable of helping me with the black mana and my new trait. So let’s try it.

Deep breath in, and I activate my [Focus] and consolidate it, [Mana Manipulation] immediately activating at high power. My two starting skills. I’m still quite fond of them.

I let the mana reach my eyes, and the trait slowly activates, and the world around me changes. Beautiful waves of mana surround me, the ones I can’t sense or see without the trait. I don’t even know what they’re called.

Then I start to see the particles of mana floating gently, swirling and filling everything. Ever-present and beautiful like tiny lights stolen from the sky. Ambient mana.

Gradually, I feel the pressure on my eyes and brain increase, but I hold on and continue to take it all in. The longer I do, the more information flows into me, and the deeper I see into this beautiful invisible world.

When I feel like it’s enough, I deactivate my trait and, as my head screams, the information overload stops.

That was good, much longer than without Mana Overload Absorption. I was worried that it wouldn’t affect my eyes, but it does and I’m grateful for that.

After a short break, I start another test, this time generating and storing a lot of thermal energy inside my body, as much as I can handle. It works well and Phoenix Embrace activates, healing, and supporting me. Then I activate my trait again and try it with my healing passive activated.

It starts similarly, but when I start feeling pain in my head and eyes, the healing thermal power rushes to them, alleviating a lot of the pressure and fighting against it. Not all of it, but plenty. The only disadvantage is the amount of focus I need to keep it activated while focusing on my eyes, but that much is fine, and the amount of time I can keep my eyes up increases.

While at the peak of it, I reach out my hand and create an orb.

Blue turns dark blue with streaks of light blue and purple, then white as if about to explode, and with a stronger push, it turns black, with tiny sparks of white light inside the pitch-black orb.

The way mana waves and ambient mana move around the black orb is fascinating, unlike any reaction I have seen with my limited experience.

Carefully, while using my trait and my skills, I try to control the orb, to force my will on it. It requires a large amount of mana to do so, but it’s within my capabilities, then a thin stream of my mana connects to the orb, constantly supplying it with mana.

Not willing to take it into my body again, for now, I instead use [Focus] and manipulate it into changing shape.

It turns into a beautiful enigmatic black dagger, but even this doesn’t feel like its optimal form.

Still, I’m happy, even with the constant pressure.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 43 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 44]

[Focus - lvl 42 > Focus - lvl 43]

Feeling I’m getting close to my limits, I cut off the connection to my mana and, unable to cancel it, I throw it nearby where it floats in the air, gently sucking and absorbing any mana that reaches it.

For the next hour, I continue to observe it, and at some point, I create a barrier around it, similar to the one the ants did before to store my black mana orbs.

Then for the next few hours, I observe as the orb gradually crumbles. There wasn’t much mana left for it to sustain itself, and I never intended there to be.

Overall, I’m really happy with the result. Sure, the black mana thing is best used defensively at the moment, with its capacity for absorbing huge amounts of mana and stopping attacks that are way over my head. So that’s what I will do for now, learn to use it for defense.

The second step is to inscribe my arm again and use the orb to absorb mana and make it mine in a carefully controlled manner.

The third step is to slowly get it to flow through my body while maintaining the active state of my healing passive.

The last step is what I’m the most excited about. The black mana feels like mana+, or mana ultra, or maybe mana pro. The sheer quality of it is something else, and if I use it to power my skills, it will give me a huge boost. So of course I intend to use it. Partially it reminds me of [Mana Surge], theskill I used to have, just more versatile and much stronger.

I’m about to turn around and go work on my construct, but then I hesitate in mid-step.

This doesn’t feel right. Since when am I so careful?

Didn’t I already decide to make myself as strong as possible? So what’s with this tiptoeing, all the preparations, and careful testing?

My heart starts generating a huge amount of kinetic energy which I immediately transfer into thermal and compress it even further, golden flames blazing on my skin.

Then my eyes activate once more, a beautiful hidden world opening to me, and in that world, I create another black mana orb. I reach out, grab this orb, and squeeze it.

The black mana fights against me, tries to suck on my mana, to dominate it all.

And I fight against it. My skills surround it, my mana surrounds it, and I force it into my body where it starts flowing through my circuits, the pain increasing, feeling as if burning iron is pulled through my muscles. But I push that to the back of my mind and let myself absorb the entire orb, constantly fighting the mana in my own body.

I don’t let it. This thing is made of my mana; there is no way I will let it fight against me.

[Mana Domain - lvl 28 > Mana Domain - lvl 29]

[Mana Domain - lvl 29 > Mana Domain - lvl 30]

My domain activates, this time within my body, strengthening my control over it and all of my mana.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 44 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 45]

[Resonance - lvl 40 > Resonance - lvl 41]

[Redistribution - lvl 40 > Redistribution - lvl 41]

[Resonance] activates, constantly shifting the frequency of the two types of mana, matching them more closely, and [Redistribution] helps too.

I ignore the pain and the pressure and just send a bit more heat through my body, any wounds that appear immediately heal under the influence of my golden flames.

Then, finally, the black mana gives up and I seize control of it. I move it and I use it for a skill. I pick the one I rely on over and over again.

[Focus], powered by black mana, activates and all the healing that was being sent through my body rushes to my head, my muscles immediately twitching, bones cracking. Yet even then, the passive skill only focuses on my head, trying to keep me alive and my brain from literally melting under the pressure.

For one second [Focus] activates. Just for one, one terribly short second that almost kills me. And in that short moment, I watch as the world around me slows down to a crawl and my mind feels as clear as never before.

My thoughts rush through with a speed that feels inhuman and it terrifies me.

The moment a feeling of fear intrudes, my mind examines it, reads it, and I feel a short burst of amusement before it’s pushed to the back, immediately turning to my situation and examining the effect of black mana on [Focus].

The wind blows nearby and in slow motion, the branch of the tree next to me moves.

Surprisingly, my body is capable of moving and even though the world feels slowed down, I move normally and touch the branch.

Then I watch as my muscles and tendons on my arm tear, bones crack, poking through the skin, and I pull my hand back, only for it to break even further.

Only then do I realize what’s happening, all still within that short second.

The world did not slow down; just my [Focus] allowed me to take in all this information and process them at a speed that feels so inhuman. Then my dumb ass tried to move my body and without realizing that moving it at the current “normal speed”, I would need to move it dozens of times faster than what I usually do and what my low constitution is capable of handling.

Before the effect wears off, I realize how dangerous it is and move black mana inside my body, pushing it out and shooting it far away from me, tearing a few holes in my skin, and overloading my circuits.

Then the sounds come back to me and hit me like a tsunami. Someone groans in pain and only later do I realize it’s me.

I fall to the ground, head thrashing, arm broken to pieces, eyes hurting as if someone stabbed them, circuits overloaded even with my new passive. Focusing all my attention on keeping thermal energy flowing through my body and on breathing, I lay there down in the grass near the lake.

For the following hours, I only examine my area and keep up healing that is mostly focused on my head and brain. After that, I heal my body and examine my passive.

Then when it’s all done, I lay there and try to take it all in. I spend hours and hours going over that single second when I felt so… so… I don’t know how to name it. I just know I do not regret a thing.

Only when I hear rustling and feel a presence behind the trees do I realize that the 24 hours passed and my Floor Quest has fully started now.

I look up and there, poking from behind the tree, a small girl hides. She is around 6 years old. She has light brown hair that is messy and seems to have been cut with a knife, and she is wearing clothes that are more rags than clothing.

But the most striking thing about her is her eyes, red like rubies, and the two small pointy horns poking out from under her hair near her forehead.

And over her head, hangs a single word.

[Disciple]

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Another set of chapters is behind us. I hope you enjoyed the chapters! If you did, please consider following, rating, reviewing, and all that good stuff.

As always, have a nice weekend, and see you the next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (40 chapters / two months ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

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



                



Chapter 271 - Disciple


                When our eyes meet, my disciple immediately hides behind the tree, and I feel her mana reaching towards me, examining me. She does it carefully, extremely so.

I think, out of all of the people I’ve met up until now, she has the most covert method of sensing another person’s mana. Her probing is almost unnoticeable, just a whisper in a hurricane. I try to replicate it and examine her as well, but I can tell she has defenses in place, guarding against her own techniques, so I ease off.

Sure, I could still do it, but there is no need to freak her out.

Instead, I continue to recline on the grass, enjoying the warm rays of sunlight on my skin and the slight breeze; the weather is really nice.

Her probing stops, and she continues to observe from her hiding place, so I open my system messages.



Train and protect your disciple.

A disciple was chosen from the tutorial database, this disciple was chosen for their similarities to you. There is much to be gained. Tread carefully!

Killing your disciple is not allowed and will be punished severely.

The longer your disciple stays alive, the bigger your rewards for this Floor quest will be.



There is nothing on my disciple; there are no stats, no information about her.

Maybe it’s on purpose? The words over her head say “disciple” and nothing of her level or class. Is this meant to encourage me to bond with my disciple, in good faith or poor, and learn these things from her?

The system puts a lot of emphasis on the word “disciple,” so it’s probably some sort of preparation for the future, as I predicted.



The system also said that my disciple was summoned from a database. So that probably means this Floor was created as a “playground” for her and I.

I look towards the tree again, and my silly disciple is still hiding. I’m extremely curious, and I want to inquire about her race, traits, skills, and level, all that good stuff. But I know if I do so right away, I will just scare her even more. So, I just close my eyes and wait.

It takes almost thirty minutes before I hear soft steps and the sound of water; it sounds as if someone is drinking straight from the lake.

Then there is another period of silence and a few more steps, heading my way; they are extremely careful and soft. The girl stands over me now, and through sheer force of will, I do not open my eyes.

Damn, I hope she hasn’t pulled out a dagger to finish me off. There’s still blood on my clothes from my wounds, so maybe she will because of fear.

Actually, wouldn’t that be a funny way for me to go?

Okay, okay, let’s calm down. I’m in too good a mood from my “successful” rounds of testing.

Then I almost start when I feel a wet touch on my forehead, but I still hold myself back.

The little girl with her tiny horns and blood red eyes continues her task. Gradually, as I realize what that is. She is using a piece of cloth she’s dipped in water to wipe the blood from my face.

Unable to resist any longer, I slowly open my eyes without looking at her; instead, I stare at the sky.

She hesitates, before continuing, “Does it hurt?” she whispers in a soft voice.

Her face stays close to emotionless the entire time as I watch her with my peripheral vision. She is careful to control her expression, very much so. And it’s an act.

She’s not doing this now because she’s worried about me. No, she is doing this to look innocent in my eyes, to get on my good side, and to gain favors. It’s a simple, calculated move. The actions of one who’s been hurt over and over again and can’t trust people, so she pretends. To survive and to not get hurt.

I don’t find it repulsing; no, not at all. I find it endearing.

I turn my head, and my eyes meet hers. Just for a short moment, we look into each other’s eyes before she turns her gaze away.

“Please, don’t hurt me,” she whispers.

Even these words are calculated, to maximize pity. Yet they are real all the same, the bruises on her body are proof of that. Her arms are pale and thin, her clothes are made of extremely cheap material, and she has no shoes.

I don’t answer. Even if I tell her I won’t, she will only pretend to trust me and expect it all the same. Things like this are best proven with action, not words.

Carefully, to not scare her, I sit up and face her, taking the opportunity to examine her a bit more.

Her horns are smaller than my pinkie; her eyes are deep red. When light shines on them, they become even more vibrant. They are pretty and contrast beautifully with her brown hair.

“Why are you here?” I ask.

She examines me as well, fixating on my contrasting eyes. For some reason, they fascinate her, but she doesn’t ask about them.

“I was told that you would be my master and I your disciple. The voice told me that you would help me become stronger.”

Oh? Did she get a system message? Did the system pretend to be some godlike being and talk in her head? Or has she been programmed to think that?

“Okay, so how about this? You won’t lie to me. If you don’t want to answer my question, you don’t have to, you just can’t lie. In exchange, I won’t lie to you.”

I know this conversation might be too heavy for someone this young, but if she is anything like me, this should be reasonable.

She carefully considers this, and nods.

Somehow, I find it cute. Her face trying to hide emotions, the tiny horns poking from her head, and her red eyes.

“Next, I will become your master. I will train you and help you become stronger. I will make sure no one hurts you and that you have as much food as you need.”

Her expression immediately breaks revealing her suspicions, before she puts a small fake smile on her face.

“Yes, please!” she shouts, adding emotion to her voice.

Even knowing she’s putting on a mask, while trying to hold on to some hope, I almost fall for it.

“It won’t be free obviously. You will have to tell me about your skills, class, and stats, and answer some questions for me — other than ones you won’t want to.”

“I…  will do so,” she nods, and this time I can tell she is a bit more serious.

Of course, good things don’t come for free, so she feels more comfortable when she has to do something for them.

“What is your name?”

The little girl looks at me, eyes wide open. A hint of surprise and fear in them.

Carefully, she opens her mouth to lie, but then, looking at me, she whispers, “I don’t want to tell.” Her voice is extremely weak, and I watch her squint her eyes, her body tensing, expecting a blow.

She could try to lie, but she decided to take a chance and uphold our newly formed pact. It’s mostly childlike naivety and I can’t see it as anything else, no matter how hard I try.

“I see, that’s fine,” I answer.

Her body stiffens even more, and her eyes blink up, our eyes meeting for a second.

“I don’t know your customs, can you tell me why you can’t let me know your name?”

“It’s forbidden,” she answers.

I decide not to push any more, “Okay. Are you hungry?”

This time she perks up even more, finally letting herself eye the pile of things I left near the lake. Materials, clothes, food, mana stones, valuables, everything I looted… everything I brought from the fourth floor. There’s plenty there.

“Yes, please… master.”

I stand up, my body healed, but aching, yet I do not regret a thing. Something tells me that what I just did with the black mana was a bit, just a little bit dumb. But I’m sure 1st floor or 2nd Floor Nathaniel would try the same without hesitation. Both of them were risk-takers. Hell, 3rd floor Nathaniel and his kinetic mana heart would probably do the same, so I can’t be left behind by those weirdos.

I will totally try it again as soon as possible. Well, maybe after upgrading my kinetic mana heart. I wanted to do it before my disciple came, but well… stuff happened.

Taking a few more steps, I go through the pile of stuff. Unfortunately, there are no clothes that would fit her, but I scroll through the system shop and find some, as expected, but they cost 30 shards, almost as much as uncommon gear.

It looks like the system is trying to make me a few shards lighter.

When I buy them, I pretend to grab them from the pile and set them in front of her. The clothes are simple, but the material feels nice. A white shirt, brown pants, and even some shoes. Nothing to sing about, but even that seems to greatly surprise the little horned creature.

“They are yours, according to our deal. Please wash first,” I grab one of the towels I bought with me, “I will go scan the area so you will have some privacy.”

Before she can react, I use kinetic energy to push myself into the air, higher and higher.

High up, I take a deep breath while keeping myself afloat at the spot.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -This floor quest sucks, I don’t know how to deal with kids.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) -My disciple is almost as old as me!

Oh boy, I did not think of that at all.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Are you ok?

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - Yes! It’s fun! My disciple is really cute, and her hair is blue and keeps floating around like fire. I want that too!

Noname (Hell, group 4) - How did Soph handle you getting separated?

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - I think she almost cried, hehe, but Soph is dumb sometimes! I can keep myself safe, and I have Noodle with me, he will protect me too!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Still, don’t do anything stupid.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - I’ve already heard it from everyone else （＞д＜）

Well, it looks like Lily is teaching Izzy how to use emoticons… nice.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Archdeer meat.

I say the password in the message.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -Asshole!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Please don’t tell me you also have a disciple.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

What the hell.

At this point, I’m not even surprised, instead, I’m extremely curious. Unfortunately, I don’t think I will be able to get an answer.

Seeing that no one else seems to be joining, I exchange a few more messages with the two youngest members of group 4 and turn off the Community.

Still floating high in the air, I reposition myself to lie on my back.

The air here is colder, and the wind is stronger, but the view is amazing, and I really enjoy the feeling of it. Things like this keep reminding me how much everything has changed over the past year, and I love it. All these powers and options that have opened to me and expectations of more in the future.

Lulled by the wind, I spend a few more minutes like this before deciding to land back on the ground.

The little red-eyed girl is already sitting there in her new clothes, clean, but still bruised. The towel is carefully hung on the branch nearby, and I notice that she even cleaned the branch a bit to not dirty the towel.

All the food I left for her to eat is still there, untouched. My disciple just sits there in front of the food, stomach growling, eyes flicking at it, not daring to touch it without my express permission.

“Starting now, you can take any food I have or water and eat it anytime you want, without asking me,” I say.

Her pupils expand, yet she still doesn’t take it; instead, she looks at me, surprise apparent on her face.

She is still suspicious, I see.

With a sigh, I make my voice a bit haughty, “It would be annoying to have you constantly asking for food,” I say, knowing this is reasoning she would accept more.

This time it seems to work, and she nods, immediately grabbing a few pieces of fruit and slowly nibbling on them.

For a short moment, a happy smile crosses her face as she tastes the sweet fruit, and she grabs another piece.

            


Chapter 272 - Bribes


                I came up with the best way to ask questions of my untrusting disciple.

The answer is simple. It’s money and items.

Yup.

It’s totally not suspicious, like some random adult offering candy to a little kid. Not at all.

I’m too curious to spend weeks gaining her trust, so I have decided to use some things I bought from the 4th floor. I try with rare items, mana stones, more food, and the little girl loves it, even though she tries to hide it.

After hours of observing her, I’ve come to notice the imperfections in her facade. It’s easier than usual, probably because it feels like talking to myself.

“What is your race?” I ask her after sliding a rare amulet to her. The item is capable of creating a barrier to shield against mana-based attacks.

It’s useless to me, but her hands nearly shake as she takes it.

While she quickly hides it under her new clothes, I notice a subtle and mischievous smirk on her face. As if she thinks she is scamming me.

“I will need more to answer that,” she says, already becoming braver in my presence.

She seems to think I’m someone rich and powerful, who has no idea how much these items are worth, so she’s decided to scam me for more.

How cute.

“Sure,” I say and put a few lower-grade mana stones and a small bag in front of her.

After grabbing it all, she puts her newly gained things inside.

“I’m half-demon, half-human,” her voice quietly sounds, and she examines me carefully, “I don’t know who my parents are or which one of them was a demon.”

“Are demons feared where you come from?”

“People don’t like them very much…” she doesn’t say more.

The half-demon girl becomes more rigid, and it’s easy to see how they treat her wherever she is from. A young kid without any parents or family, from a race that is feared and hated. They probably treat her extremely poorly, all while thinking they did her a favor just by letting her live.

I don’t like that very much. It’s only been a few hours, but she is my disciple, and my disciple being treated like this shows disrespect for me as her master.

Okay, it’s decided, before she returns back, I will teach her some nice explosive skills and where to kick to make it hurt as much as possible. The little half-demon has a lot of self-control, but she is timid and weak, and that’s something I can help with.

I take more food and throw in some sweets and set it in front of her. As if trained, she waits for my question.

“Tell me your level, your skills, your class, and your passives.”

When she hesitates, I add a bit more to the pile.

“Level 6, skills are [Concentration] and [Mana Manipulation], I have no class and one passive, it’s common Mana Channeling.”

I nod, and she quickly takes all the food, keeping some on hand to slowly nom on.

It looks like the system didn’t lie and even our skills are similar. So, what is the exact purpose of this Floor? To train someone like me to become as strong as possible and then get as high a reward as possible?

Whatever, I will find out sooner or later.

“Okay, my silly disciple,” I say, changing my bearing, much to her surprise.

I quite like her personality and the skills she has. She also feels like an underdog to me. Bullied, at the bottom of the ladder, and who doesn’t want the underdog to win? Especially when this one is my disciple.

Oh no, we can’t have that. I will turn this half-demon into a terrifying being.

“My name is Nathaniel; use it if you want or do not; it’s up to you. You can call me master or ‘hey you’; I don’t mind. I will train you and I will protect you while you are here. I will ensure that you do not go hungry and that you have nice clothes.”

Her expression isn’t exactly trusting, but that’s fine. I will say what I want to say and prove the rest with action.

“In exchange, I will need information regarding your skills, your classes, and your growth so we can make you as strong as possible. I might also ask a few things about the place you came from. As always, you can decide not to answer any questions you are uncomfortable answering. Is everything understandable so far?”

She nods.

“Good, now I would like to set a few ground rules. First, never betray me. I’m trusting you and I promise that I will never betray you if you don’t betray me first.”

The little half-demon nods once more, her big red eyes observing me, “Master…” she asks carefully.

“Yes?”

“Do you not hate me? Do you not find my eyes ugly and horns disgusting?”

Damn, I’m quite good with kids, am I not? The change is staggering. Oh, maybe it’s because of the food? Or maybe she feels a kinship with me as well.

In place of an answer, I lean in close and let her look me in the eyes, “Do you find my eyes ugly?”

“No! Master’s eyes are beautiful!” she shouts, maybe she really thinks that, or perhaps she has a fear of antagonizing me.

“Thank you. I also find your eyes pretty and your horns cute,” led by curiosity, I also reach out and touch one of her horns, pulling on it.

The texture is nice and it doesn’t feel cold, rather it has a strange warmth to it. When I move it from side to side while holding it, her head moves too and the shock on her face almost makes me laugh.

I let go and she puts her hands over her horn protectively.

She looks angry, but to me, it’s more like an angry little kitten rather than anything to be taken seriously. Even as her face tries to remain expressionless.

“Try filling this mana stone with your mana,” I say and hand her one of the smaller mana stones I used for practice some time ago.

I take a moment to add some simple inscriptions to the mana stone, making it easier to infuse it with mana.

Then I stand up and fly high into the air. Even now, I keep myself afloat as if I were laying on a bed and position myself so I can see her just in case. The little half-demon doesn’t seem to notice the anchor I left next to her, just in case.

Further away, I have some space to think about how I should deal with her. There are multiple options.

One of them is keeping my distance, training her and making her as strong as possible for the best possible reward.

Another one is to be fair, a bit harsh and use training methods that are more demanding, producing better results. That would include some pain from her side and the risk of her hating me.

Of course, I also have the option to become unhinged, treat her poorly, and train her through fear. She is just a fake so that wouldn’t be so bad, right?

I don’t like that last option at all and there is no need for it.

My disciple seems to have a personality I can appreciate. She seems to be the type that likes to keep her distance while tending towards honesty when she has no reason to lie. And I won’t lie, I pity her a bit. As with the many times before, it’s hard for me to treat kids harshly.

But this is dangerous as well.

I just ended the 4th floor and Myrra, someone I’ve come to appreciate and befriend, stayed there with little more than a tiny speck of hope of Lissandra reaching her. Heck, for all I know, the floor disappeared immediately. Or maybe even nothing changed. Maybe Lissandra already counts as a tutorial attendee even though she is not showing in the community, maybe the system still has some errors that need to be fixed.

Bringing me back to the main point - should I open up a bit? Should I allow myself to befriend my disciple, only to end up saddened when the floor ends?

As I like, I leave it up to future Nathaniel to deal with and open the Community.

I click on the Normal difficulty and a chat opens.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -hello.

One (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -oh, there is really someone from Hell difficulty!

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -I thought they were making fun of us.

One (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - Noname, how is Hell difficulty? Is it true that you have a corgi and a snake that are probably stronger than us, lol?

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -I think that little girl was just making fun of us, One.

Patriot (Normal, OnlyDads) -she sounded honest.

Patriot (Normal, OnlyDads) - hello, Noname!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -I don’t know about the snake, but the corgi would surely take on some people from Hard difficulty.

One (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -heh, they are all the same.

Two (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - I told you, all people from Hell difficulty have a screw loose

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - please, Noname, don’t add fuel to the fire. These two are annoying enough as it is.

One (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - that’s not what you said on our date.

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - screw off, you made me pay even for you!

One (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - equality.

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -how is that equality!?

Patriot (Normal, OnlyDads) - what level are you, Noname?

Noname (Hell, group 4) -I would rather keep it to myself. How come you guys didn’t join our Community?

Patriot (Normal, OnlyDads) -heh, that’s fine. You don’t have to tell.

Two (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -you can’t join a Community that is in a higher difficulty than yours. This means Hell can join every Community while Hard can join every other than Hell etc.

Oh? That’s interesting and it explains why these people haven’t been in our Community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -On the first floor, we had to survive for 30 days in a forest full of monsters that became harder over time. Cinderbear, battle trolls, phantom goblins. The second was to watch the end of the world caused by a skill powered by an unknown rarity sword, the third was to kill the body of a dead Saint Absolute that caused the end of the world, the 4th was to kill one of 4 calamities, each of them over level 250. What were your quests?

Two (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -holy fuck, is he lying?

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) - I think that girl said something similar.

Two (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -they could be both lying.

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -there is no real reason to.

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -Our first floor was similar but the monsters were probably weaker. The second floor was to survive a war between two small nations. The third we had to find the cause of the Decay. The fourth one did have this race of cat girls! They were so tall and cute, I wish I could take a picture! There we had to help free an old capital from the Living Tree.

Two (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -I want my lynthari mommy back

What the fuck?

Eve (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -creep.

Two (Normal, Ominous Latin Name) -I saw you trying to pull their tails!

I leave the Community before they continue.

It’s interesting to see the differences between each Community and seeing Easy and Normal it looks like a lot of them take it much easier than any of us here in Hell. The proof will come when we finally meet face to face and I’m already curious about their level of skill.

A bit over a month remains until the tournament and more questions come. What will happen to the floor and floor quest during the tournament? Will they pause?

I float a bit lower to get a better view of the half-demon below me.

The entire time I’m up here, she keeps working on the mana stone. Her brow is furrowed, and as she does so, she even ignores the items she’s been holding so covetously ever since I gave them to her.

She doesn’t nibble on the food; the bag is forgotten on the side, and she only has eyes for the mana stone.

Her mask cracks even more, and the corner of her lips lifts up in a smile as she manipulates her mana and works on the task I gave her.

What she is showing me right now is something I know very well, and the moment I see her like that, I know I won’t be able to treat her harshly or keep my distance. No, she and I both share the same love for this thing called mana. 

And just like that, it’s decided.

System, you bastard, the end of this floor is going to hurt, isn’t it?

            


Chapter 273 - Train and protect


                My disciple is a weird little creature.

The young half-demon doesn’t notice when I return, and I can see her shaking slightly, sweat on her brow. However, she still finishes the task I gave her, and when I move closer, she hands me a mana stone that contains a tiny bit of her mana. The amount is so small that it barely penetrates the surface.

Taking no note of that, she wipes sweat from her forehead, and I could swear for a moment a smug smile flashes on her face.

Wow, just wow.

In the end, her mood changes gradually, as if she comes back to the real world outside the fascinating qualities of mana, one that contains people as well. Her defenses shoot up, and her expression firms, an apparent attempt at hiding her feelings. It’s not good to let a person you don’t trust know that you like something. It can be used against you.

As I examine the stone, she patiently waits, and I notice that she is still shaking. Was it too much for her? It could be that; I have no experience helping someone as young as her train.

“Good job,” I say simply, to her surprise.

The little half-demon doesn’t seem to be used to compliments, and after a bit of hesitation, she nods, “Thanks, master,” she says carefully.

I hand the stone back to her, “You can keep it and train when you feel like it.”

The mana stone contains something like an extremely simple labyrinth. If she sends her mana through the right circuit and it reaches the end of the “labyrinth,” I will know.

I intend to improve her [Mana Manipulation] and to see if her [Concentration] will help her with it.

Of course, it could all be useless, as my only experience with learning is from being self-taught, and after becoming Lissandra’s disciple for a short while, she just threw me down in the tunnels full of giant serpents and imps.

Good old times.

Damn, now I really want to return to those tunnels and beat up every single monster that’s left.

“Master?” a soft voice sounds, and I return back to reality.

Two deep red eyes carefully observe me when I ask, “Yes?”

“Are you strong?” her question is somewhat timid but calculated.

I guess she already judged I’m not someone who would react by asking “How dare you ask me such a question”.

Still, I give it a bit of thought. Am I strong? Probably?

Out of people from group 4, I’m currently the strongest… of course, only after our future corgi Archmage. And perhaps Noodle. He is still small and weak, but our future animal overlords can’t be underestimated.

I did watch other members fighting and spent some time comparing myself to them, and even then, I can with confidence say that I would be capable of fighting and winning against any of them.

A fight 1v1 against the Fallen Hero might be possible as well, but it wouldn’t be as “nice” as what they did, and I would need to put my life on the line.

I’m also stronger than Myrra, who bears the title of fake Champion candidate.

My level is 214, but I’m most likely closer to someone at 240-250.

Am I as strong as a Champion disciple? Probably if I fought against a weaker one, but so far, it looks like anyone who’s earned that title is extremely talented.

As for the Champion, nope, there is no way. From what I know, the Champion is someone over three question marks, so most likely over level 450, more likely even higher.

Then there are titles such as Absolute and the title of Ruler - the being from the Beyond trial mentioned it. Ruler. I don’t know, but it sounds like a title given to someone even stronger than Absolute. The main hint is that the Ruler of Greed is someone who has something to do with the tutorial that was even capable of replicating Absolutes.

There is also the possibility that the Absolutes are weakened in the tutorial in comparison to their real strength, but it’s hard to confirm it with the information I have.

Instead of answering, I ask the question, “Who is the strongest being you know in the world?”

She answers without any hesitation, “The Hornless Demon for sure…” She then hesitates, “The Undying Dragon is strong too, and the humans have the Bloody Hero. I can’t be sure, sorry.”

“That’s fine, do you know their levels or titles? Champion? Absolute?”

She wipes sweat from her forehead again, and I notice that she is still shaking. Did she really overextend herself so much?

“I don’t know,” she shakes her head.

“I see, to answer your question, I’m strong and will become much stronger,” that’s something I’m sure of and have pride in.

She gulps and then asks, “Can I go and take a sip? My throat hurts a bit.”

“Go ahead,” I answer, and when she starts heading to the lake, I stop her, “Where are you going?”

“I can drink from the lake; master’s water is precious…” She stops when I lift my hand.

Jumping to my feet, I pass by her and examine the lake with my [Perception]. I repeat it multiple times, but I don’t notice anything.

Then I step closer and cup a bit of water in my hands and smell it, and it seems normal, “Did you drink from here?”

Something in my voice must scare her, because she only nods, her face becoming more blank. She is still shaking, and I notice that she is sweating more and more.

I take a little sip of the water and examine how it tastes.

It’s normal to me.

Yet the entire time we’ve been here, I haven’t noticed any animals, or insects, coming to drink from it. There are no fish either.

The lake is calm and beautiful, and the water looks extremely clear, but I’ve only seen animals far off in the distance.

“Put a finger in your mouth and vomit out as much water as you can,” I order her.

Hearing the urgency in my voice, she goes to the side and does just that.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - is the water poisonous?

I try to ask in the Community, but my message gets censored, so I make multiple attempts to circumvent it, but each message gets blocked.

Even that much is enough.

I made a mistake. Even though I’ve put most of my stats into mana, I have plenty of points in constitution, thanks to tempering, mainly. In comparison to a level 6, I’m much more resilient.

So, is the water poisoned? It’s possible.

I open up the system shop to try and find some medicine, even though I hadn’t found anything like that before. There are no potions, no healing tattoos, nothing. When I delve deeper, I find out that even buying water and food is impossible at the moment. It looks like obtaining supplies on my own is part of the 5th floor.

Taking a few steps, I stop in front of the little half-demon.

After throwing up, she wipes her mouth and sweat, yet she is still shaking.

“I-I’ll be fine…” she mumbles weakly and tries to put some strength into her posture to look stronger, “Just a few minutes.”

Is this silly little girl that the system’s thrown at me worried that I will leave her alone if she causes trouble?

Seeing that she is still shaking, I start converting kinetic energy to thermal and radiating it from my body. I even create a thermal orb that I place next to her and then grab a blanket from the pile of things I brought with me.

Understanding me, she wraps the blanket around herself, and even in this situation, she curiously observes the thermal orb. She even wants to ask me about it, but then changes her mind.

Such a dumbass, she reminds me of someone.

“Hand,” I tell her, and she pushes her small hand from under the blanket.

I take her hand and send my senses through her body, examining it and looking for something. The best case would be if it’s being caused by mana; in that situation, I would be capable of getting rid of it.

Another option is to try to somehow apply my passive to her and heal her. But I don’t even know if that’s possible, and even if it is, I could end up hurting her badly. Thermal energy isn’t exactly easy to handle.



In the worst case, I could buy an item to give her some sort of healing like the Ethercrystal sword. The rarity of items with that kind of effect is usually epic at least, but I can sacrifice around 4 thousand shards to not fail the quest.

After examining her, I find nothing and conclude that whatever is in the water is biological and not mana-based.

Not knowing what else to do, I just tell her to lay down, and I sit next to her, keeping a watch and observing her state.

Truly a nice start, damn it. I’m used to people having a higher level, she is so fragile and so weak like this.

While waiting, I also check my notifications.

 



The ability to pass your teachings and experience is an important skill, and the relationship between disciple and master is to be taken seriously.

Train and protect your disciple for three weeks. After that, they will return to their world, relying on the knowledge they’ve gained from you to survive in its harsh conditions.

Remember, the better you do, the higher the reward will be.

Good luck!

 



So, three weeks. So far, it looks like this floor will be on the shorter side.

I check on my disciple, and she is still shaking, only her head poking out from under the blanket. Once in a while, she opens her eyes to check on me and to look around. It’s like a wild animal watching for danger.

Pretending I do not see it, I let her do so and continue to go through the system messages.

 



Side quest:Find out what happened to this world.

Reward:5000 shards.

 



Side quest:Locate the Mirror.

Reward:???

 



Side quest:Locate the survivors.

Reward: Food and water supplies.

 



Side quest: Avoid the sleeping Calamity.

Reward: Survival.

 



That’s unusual; the system doesn’t give this many side quests that often. What interests me the most are the rewards for the mirror quest and the last one about Calamity.

I wonder, what are the rewards if I kill it? And more importantly, should I even try? The system rarely gives these warnings, and the entire quest seems like a joke.

After checking the quests, I spend my time working solely on the preparations for upgrading my kinetic mana heart.

Checking on my disciple a few dozen times, I can tell that she is slowly getting better. She is still shaking, and her small body seems even more petite, but she is at least sleeping. She instinctively moved closer to me, in her sleep, as if she was seeking protection.

Poor little thing. Remembering how careful she was, it’s not something she would usually do, and that shows how big a toll it has taken on her.

As always, the cheeky system needs to throw some bullshit into the mix to make the floor more difficult.

Just in case, I activate my domain and place traps all around us. Thin threads of mana that will cut anything that runs into them, thinner threads that will warn me when they break, and dozens of mana orbs frozen nearby that I can instantly seize control of for attack and defense.

I even set some triggers that would make another set of mana projectiles shoot towards any trigger that happens to be activated, this one inspired by an assassin from the second floor. Obviously, all made by me, in an extremely janky way.

The assassin would be proud.

Then I also tie anchors to a few projectiles that I shoot as far as I can. In the worst case, I will grab my silly disciple and just teleport us away.

It feels like an overreaction, but it doesn’t cost me much, so it is fine.

After that, I take a few deep breaths until my heartbeat slows down, and [Focus] filters out useless emotions as I delve into the upgrade of my mana heart.

Domain encompasses me, [Mana Manipulation] grabs control of my mana which I channel throughout my body, etching and improving on the pathways I made before, and “scratching out” the less efficient ones in exchange for plenty of pain. But that much is fine.

[Infusion] activates as well, working along with [Resonance] to allow me to change my body.

[Infusion - lvl 20 > Infusion - lvl 21]

The process is much smoother than it was on the second floor, and I connect the new pathways to my Mana Regulator right away, improving on that as well.

As I’ve done many times before, I delve deep into my mind and body and the outside factors lose their meaning and become even more distant. And here I am. Tinkering and changing things that will make me stronger. Working with my own power to make it happen. A feeling of satisfaction permeates me.

I try hard, I get rewarded.

Unlike the real world where you can try extremely hard, do everything right, and still get screwed over, the world of the system feels fairer.

Yes, even here there is a difference between talents; otherwise, there wouldn’t be 5 difficulties, but a lot of it comes from how much you are willing to put in. How much are you willing to bleed and hurt just to make things happen?

I know that I’m not the most talented person ever. My talent lies with mana, but it’s far from the kind of thing to be seen once in a millennium. Even Lissandra confirmed it, and she reached a place near the top.

But who cares? Who are they and the system to tell me how far I will go?

No, I will try hard as I always did, and climb higher than anyone else, and then it will be me looking down at all these so-called geniuses.

It becomes easier and slowly I sense that I’m coming to the end. Everything falls into place, and the last checks confirm that my creation is as good as I can currently make it.

I send mana through the improved web of pathways I’ve tied around my heart and a new notification sounds.

 



Congratulations, you have upgraded your second Construct. The name will be changed, and the construct will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills.

Well done!

 



Thermokinetic Mana Heart:

Alongside its ability to compress mana, the heart works as a medium for converting the rhythmic motions of the heart and mana into two Primordial energies, Kinetic and Thermal. The Thermokinetic Mana Heart is a harmonious blend of these forces, offering a reliable and steady source of power.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    No cliff today, I’m sorry. Send corgi gifs if you are thankful.



                



Chapter 274 - We are leaving


                I diligently observe my body and my upgraded construct while I slowly let more mana trickle into the pathways I created or upgraded.

The heart that gigachad Nathaniel from the third floor created in his moment of genius, or stupidity, slowly activates.

The name is simple: Thermokinetic Mana Heart, so I hope when I upgrade it for the next time, it will be a bit cooler. Not like it would change anything, but it would surely be nice. Thankfully, the heart can do everything I wanted it to do. It can compress mana, which should make my skills stronger, as well as my kinetic and thermal energy. There is no way it will be up to the task of creating black mana, but even that is enough as it will allow me to practice and prepare for the future.

Checking on my sleeping disciple and observing the quiet forest around us, I make the decision to test my upgrades. I change the setting on my Mana Regulator and allow my heart to start compressing the mana it generates.

As expected, the generation of mana slows down, but the mana it creates feels different.

It’s a slightly darker shade of blue, though it’s still transparent, and when I use it to power my skills, I do notice a small difference.

I decide to change the setting again and it starts compressing it even more, as the shade of my mana grows darker. The current compression seems to be fifty percent of what the heart is capable of, so I hold there for a while.

Right away, I can tell that I won’t get anywhere close to creating black mana, but this also feels somewhat reasonable. If it was easy to imitate that, everyone would be doing it.

My ability to create black mana feels a bit like cheating, and I’m only capable of it because of [Focus]. Once again I find myself thinking that it could be a much stronger skill than I originally thought. As expected from my most treasured skill. Hopefully, it will grow until I can start making fun of Lily’s [Disintegration]; that would be nice.

Next, I test my thermal energy generation. Up until now, I had to transfer kinetic energy into thermal, so it was kind of annoying. Getting it directly should reduce waste and improve the speed at which I can create it.

When thermal energy flows through my body, I immediately notice the difference in its quality.

The last remaining wounds from upgrading the construct disappear nearly immediately, and when I force thermal energy out of my body, it seems to be a deeper shade of gold than usual.

I watch as the flame flickers over the palm of my hand and control it carefully.

It wouldn’t be good if the heat it released killed my disciple. I never got used to fully controlling my powers as people around me grew with me. The little bit of heat I release might be no problem to someone from group 4, but would probably burn any human from Earth alive. Even the pressure of my fully released mana could be capable of that.

It’s an interesting thought. My body itself is turning into a weapon, and if I don’t control it, even walking around without controlling my mana or constructs could kill people with lower levels. Or it could kill this disciple of mine. I wonder if that’s part of the lesson of this floor, to learn to control my powers around much weaker beings.

After putting out the flames, I generate kinetic energy, and it fills quicker than before, and even its quality seems higher, the same as thermal.

It’s already decided that I will delve more into my Primordial energies on this floor. I know I’m terribly lacking, and I use them in the simplest way, and I’m sure there is more to them. There is just so little time and so many things I want to work on. 

“Master?” the little half-demon says in a weak voice.

Our eyes meet, and once again, I admire her red eyes. It might be childish of me, but I think they’re cool and, the way they contrast with her brown hair, makes them look even more striking.

“Disciple, why don’t you use ‘nya’ after every sentence? I heard about an ancient half-demon that did so, amazing their foes and companions, and gaining the respect of their peers,” I answer instead.

My good mood leaks through, as it always does after a successful round of self improvement. The upgraded construct is a huge success.

“Is the master making fun of me?” she asks carefully.

That simple sentence tells me her level of intelligence is higher than that of an entire race of cat people.

Half-demons 1, Lynthari 0.

“Only a little bit, is there anything you want?”

“Can I eat some of the food you gave me as an answer to your question?”

“It’s your food; you don’t have to ask me,” I answer.

Well, it’s obvious that she wouldn’t trust me given that she’s only known me for a few hours and might reasonably expect me to go back on my word.

I watch as she gets out from under the blanket and carefully fixes her clothes, “I’m sorry, they got dirty. I will make sure to clean them before returning,” she says. Her old clothes are still carefully folded in the pile next to her. Rather rags than clothes.

“It’s fine,” I reply.

Then I watch as she takes a bit of the food out and slowly eats it. She is still shaking a bit, so she wraps the blanket around herself, but she looks better now. Something shown by her getting hungry.

I stand up, grab a bottle of water from my pile of things, and hand it to her.

When she hesitates, I say, “I will be asking more questions later.”

Only then does she nod and, opening it, takes a few sips.

Bored and waiting for her to get better, I send my senses towards the sky. Ever since the beginning, I’ve felt something strange in the air and I’ve had trouble identifying it. When using my trait, I’m able to see faint mana waves that don’t seem natural, almost as if they were man made. Yet another mystery to uncover. Finding out what happened to this world, finding out what the “Mirror” is, locating survivors, and even the Floor quest. Plus, there is plenty of information to be collected from the other Communities.

The little half-demon keeps carefully looking me over, trying to get to know me and get a read on my behavior. She seems to know that her survival is tied to me and that I seem to have some incentive to keep her alive. Plus, there was a voice that told her I would be her master.

“Tell me, that voice that told you about me. Do you know what it is?” I ask her.

She shakes her head, “I know it’s something very powerful and…” she hesitates, “I think I can trust it and…”

And maybe I can trust you. She doesn’t say these words out loud, but it’s clear.

Well, the system does system things as always.

I open my mouth to ask more, but that’s when one of my anchors far in the distance gets destroyed. The moment my connection disappears, I feel another connection using my cut-off link to track me and it locates me before I even destroy the link.

For a short moment, I feel goosebumps rise on my skin and far in the distance, a deep growl resounds.

The presence I sensed for that short moment felt terrifying.

“We are leaving,” I shoot up from the ground.

Without hesitation, I grab my disciple and as many bags as I can, accounting for the importance of the items they contain. Right after, I use [Tether] and transport us to another anchor.

The little half-demon sways and throws up what she ate just a moment ago, a few wounds marking her body.

I tie another anchor to a mana projectile and shoot it as far as I can, watching it disappear, boosted quickly by generated kinetic energy. In that short moment, I know that that thing has reached the lake, and I feel it tracking the remains of mana that linger in the air as it seeks us.

It locates us, and a feeling of overwhelming pressure touches me.

As quickly as I can, I generate a small black mana orb and leave it in the air before teleporting us again, hoping it will stop the tracking.

After reappearing, I notice a few more wounds on the body of my disciple. She doesn’t say anything, but I notice how she is clenching her teeth. I even tried to make the transport as smooth as possible, but she might be way too low level for that.

Instead of teleporting again, I leave another black orb on the ground and, holding her to my chest, lift off high into the air.

After reaching a decent height, I use [Regalia] to form a pointy barrier in front of us so she doesn’t get hurt by the pressure and boost us away.

I gradually boost my speed more and more, as I observe her condition, my heart overflowing with kinetic energy. I also start radiating a tiny bit of thermal to keep her warm.

Even while flying away, I can hear a deep growl behind me and do not stop for an hour until we are far away. Only then do I slow down and gently land back on the ground.

Immediately, the little half-demon falls to the ground, her small hands grabbing the grass, and she shakes a bit, about to cry. 

But she then forces herself to stop and with clenched fists, she stands up. Taking a few deep breaths, she takes a moment and when she turns to me, her face is once again calm.

Not knowing what to say, I just nod and start examining our new location. Trees much taller than normal surround us, some of them have fallen to the ground and been covered in moss. The area is colorful, full of verdant grass, vibrant leaves, and colorful flowers.

This place is strangely calming, and I gesture to her, as we walk under one of the great fallen trees to get some shade.

It’s illogical as something like that will offer barely any defense, but some primitive part of my mind tries to convince me that we are safe. Yet another piece of my mind that I silence with [Focus] keeps telling me to get angry and to go and mess up whatever that thing was.

I know I might be a bit too careful at times, but there is a difference between being too careful and minimally suicidal.

Even during that short connection, I felt the danger. If that thing is not a three-question mark, it’s goddamn close to one and without the proper preparations, while trying to protect my disciple, it could end badly. I could even end up killing her myself by releasing too much mana.

So, I push these feelings away. For now.

“Master?”

“Hm? What?”

“It hurts.” As she says that, the red-eyed girl falters, and I grab her before she falls, “I’m sorry, but it hurts.” Tears appear in her eyes.

Is she trying to gain my sympathy, is this some sort of a trick?

But no matter how much I look, it doesn’t seem like an act. Her mask cracks and tears fall down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, I will endure, I promise, please don’t throw me away,” she continues to mumble.

Not knowing what to do, I just grab and awkwardly hug her.

At first, she freezes, surprised by the hug, her body stiff and her heart beating like that of a scared little bird.

“I will be ok, I promise,” she says again, “just a few hours.”

I hug her a bit tighter and examine her body.

She is thin, beaten before she ever came to this floor. Then she got poisoned, and hurt by my teleportation, and then she had to fly at high speed for a long time. She is so low-level too.

It’s my fault, isn’t it?

I don’t have a healing skill I could use for others, and trying to use my passive could end terribly, I could burn her alive. So instead, I do something like what Sophie did to me back on the third floor after I almost died at the hands of the mage hunters that had followed me.

I infuse the tiniest bit of my mana into my disciple and move it, trying to strengthen her body and alleviate some pressure and pain.

It’s difficult, very much so. Most of my skills are meant to be used for me and only me. But I keep trying even as I lift off to fly once more. A barrier surrounds us, and I release a bit more thermal energy, and then, slowly, I fly toward the ruins of a city I see far in the distance.

There are tall, skyscraper-like buildings covered in vines, and greenery, most of them are cracked, and many have collapsed. The city’s architecture is unlike any I’ve ever seen, and even I can see that it’s been lifeless for decades at least.

The system said there were survivors, so I will find them, and they had better be able to help.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey! Another shout-out. This time, it’s for the story from Krazekode and Elessar.

The story is currently on Rising Stars and its doing really well.

As always, you can check the synopsis, and if it sounds interesting, you know what to do.
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System Reset: Forged in Nightmare [Returnee Blacksmith LitRPG Apocalypse]

Alex Smith had many regrets. A dead end minimum wage job, an estranged sister, and friends that had left him behind. Then the apocalypse happened and fantasy became reality. Except… Alex’s reality did not change.

After 15 long years surviving the Integration, his life came to an end against an enemy he could never hope to beat. But when fate sends him back to the very beginning, Alex is faced with a choice.



[Welcome to the Nightmare Tutorial]



He will not hold back this time.



                



Chapter 275 - First contact


                As I’ve been strengthening her body, I’ve come to realize that I’m not very good at it. It seems I lack the ability to help others effectively.

My body? No problem, I can move my mana however I want, I can even change my heart and slowly turn myself into a construct or whatever the end is. To help someone else, I would need much more time to examine them. Unlike Lily or Sophie, I don’t have that instinctual sense and innate ability.

Another thing to work on, I hate feeling weak. Sure, personal power is the most important, but situations like this shouldn’t happen to me.

The little body in my arms is still shaking, and I can feel her getting warmer and shaking more.

How weak she is, how delicate her body is. Was I like that when I entered the 1st floor at level 0?

Once again, I search through the system shop, but there isn’t anything to help me.

Another thing I could do is to sell my last remaining rare passive and buy a weaker passive that would allow me to heal others, but I do not find anything like that. I barely got any offers to keep myself healed, so I guess it makes some kind of sense.

I pick up speed and I cut my arm to examine the healing process behind my passive skill. Then I stop the passive and try to emulate those movements with my thermal energy in an attempt to actively heal myself.

In the middle of my third attempt, I reach the city and land on top of one of the buildings.

There are old, broken, cracked, or straight-up destroyed buildings covered in greenery as far as I can see. Nature has taken its hold over the area now that there are no humans to prevent it.

The city is big enough to house a few million people, yet it is empty. There are trees growing from the roads, shattered windows peering out from waterlogged buildings, and car-like machines rusting away everywhere I look.

It all reminds me of Earth, yet it is so different at the same time. Nearly every building and every road has some sort of circuits running through them that were once powered by mana and seemed to have been designed to interact with it.

[Perception] reaches as far as I can, and sensing movement, I move to observe only to find a few monsters. Sensing my presence, they rush out of one of the buildings, emitting a loud screeching noise.

They have the appearance of humanoids, with gray skin, red eyes, and tattered clothes covering their forms. Blue veins run through their skin, originating from their hearts.

[Veilshrieker - lvl 123]

[Veilshrieker - lvl 98]

[Veilshrieker - lvl 113]

I watch as they screech, summoning more from the surrounding buildings. Turning their red glowing eyes on me, they start running and burrowing their limbs into the walls of the building just to get to me.

They move aggressively, pushing each other away in a show of rage and bloodlust. They wound each other, they drool, they hurt themselves, and strain their bodies just to reach me faster. There is no hesitation in them, and their eyes are filled with a single emotion.

Pure hate.

I create a field around the little half-demon in my arms so she won’t hear the screeching and wait.

Two dozen Veilshriekers reach me, and the moment they step into my domain, I activate [Redistribution], immediately halting them, and they freeze in the middle of their approach.

I feel them pushing against me, hurting their bodies to do so, and the blue veins over their bodies become darker, eyes letting out a deeper glow.

But they can’t move at all.

So, with my disciple in my arms, I step within arm’s reach of the closest one and examine it.

The monster reminds me of a human, and when I cut its chest open, its heart looks like mine. Its heart has been converted into a mana heart under the influence of the system, and is now being used to power this being.

My own heart beats, and I move the kinetic energy I collect, and a blast of it explodes through the monster’s head, throwing all the blood and chunks outward with the pressure.

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 123]

The moment the monster dies, I notice its heart moving weirdly, and it attempts to send out a signal.

In a different situation, I would let it happen just to see what it is, but right now, I’m not in the position to do so. So I disrupt the signal, and when I kill the remaining monsters, I disrupt their signals as well.

A warning maybe, or a signal to summon more monsters towards their killer.

The little half-demon mumbles something in her fervent sleep, and I hold her tighter before stepping over the edge of the building and falling to the street where I absorb the inertia of my fall, cushioning my landing. The absorbed kinetic energy I release in a circle around me.

Walking through the post-apocalyptic city, I try the Community a few more times and then my Mana Wavelength Iris, all to no success. My attempts at learning active healing also fail as expected, it will take months to bear any fruit.

So I continue to move while sending my senses ahead through the city.

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 6]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 15]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 2]

My flames burn more of the monsters as I pass through a more densely populated area of the city, though they seem to be much weaker.

Most of the lower-level ones are shorter, their figures are more reminiscent of children than they are of adults. But even they show pure hate anytime they see me.

In the eerie silence of a modern city overgrown with vegetation, their shrieks sound unnerving. The way they jump and attack me, not caring about wounds or the difference in our strength, is just as disquieting.

Hundreds, thousands of them turn to ash in my golden flames, as my improved heart supplies them readily. The flames melt the sides of the buildings, turn vegetation to dust, and evaporate the monsters.

And every time any of the monsters die, I cut off any signals they send.

The young half-demon clinging to me doesn’t allow me to move properly, I can’t even use much mana, lest I kill her with a burst of power. It’s a valuable lesson, and I gradually learn how to fight carefully from the fear of hurting her with my mere presence.

As I delve deeper into the city, I finally feel something that seems human. I take a step towards them, but then another presence can be felt nearby. 

I immediately seize control of my mana and pull it back, using [Mana Domain] and [Resonance] to hide the mana leaking from my disciple and me. That done, I quickly jump into one of the buildings and step into the shadows.

Down in the streets, I can see three humans passing through. All their clothes seem to be enchanted judging by the way they make it hard to even see them, their bodies hard to focus on without using skills. Still, I do not even try to do so and just stare at them with my senses.

The three of them move skillfully, weaving between the buildings, constantly aware of their surroundings.

[Blurblade - lvl 121]

[Shadow Weaver - lvl 146]

[Spectral Scout - lvl 123]

They freeze their movement, and even though they’ve tried to remain hidden until now, their mana engages at full force as they try to run away.

Not even for a second do they think about fighting, and there is a reason for it.

[Veil Guardian - lvl ??]

From the street between two tall buildings across the road cracked and covered by grass, a monster takes a step.

The monster looks similar to the Veilshriekers from before; it’s taller, and the biggest difference is the blades it has in place of its hands. The blades start at the elbow and are as long as I’m tall, both of them made of metal with a faint blue shine.

For a short moment, humans run but then the monster takes a step, and the humans falter and fall down. An effect reminding me of a strong gravity field.

Desperately the men try to escape and activate their skills, but the monster seems to disrupt their mana, and while observing the area, it reaches them.

I can hear the screams, even from my distant vantage point, as the Veil Guardian lowers its body and opens its mouth, eating the humans alive.

I can hear everything, and I can see how desperately two of the humans struggle while the monster devours the first one. Exactly like the monsters from before, the Veil Guardian screeches full of hate as it devours the thrashing man.

When the man dies and stops moving, the monster stops eating too.

The scene repeats with the second human,  but the monster seems to be more careful this time. It eats slower and starts with the limbs so the human won’t die as quickly.

Once again, the moment the man dies, the monster loses interest and finishes the last one.

Then it stands up, a tall pale figure, blue veins going through the body starting at the heart. Two long deadly-looking blades and blood that drips from the chin of the monster. Its senses, like sonar, examine the area and then it moves again.

And I, without a speck of doubt, know that this is the monster that found me back at the lake.

I give it one hour, and even during that time, my disciple doesn’t wake up. No, she seems to be getting worse. She is shaking more, and her body is hot to the touch.

Well, good job, I guess. I really suck at this, don’t I?

Using the least possible amount of mana to perceive the area around me and to absorb my kinetic energy as I jump from the building, I walk towards the three men’s corpses.

The blood is already dry, and their bodies are cold.

Trying not to look at their faces, I examine their bodies and try to search for anything useful.

I find a small bottle of water, a tiny pack with some dense food, and some items, most of them broken, but I take them anyway, just in case.

Quickly, I leave again, reaching the rooftops and continuing from there as the sun starts setting down slowly. I think it’s called the golden hour, isn’t it? When the sun’s rays glow with that golden color at the end of the day they make any view beautiful. Even this dead city is no different.

As far as I can see, there is building after building covered in green vines, some of them even have trees growing from their top. Buildings cracked and fallen, streets unusable and overtaken by nature. Yet in some strange, sad way, it’s a beautiful view.

(Attempts number two, Owen, can you answer?) sounds in my head.

One of the items In my possession tries to connect to my mind in a way that indicates an attempt at communication, and I allow it to do so.

Looking through the items I’ve looted, I take out an ovular piece of metal with two mana stones inside of it and a set of inscriptions I hadn’t understood until now.

(Owen, please, can you hear me?)

I examine the item and easily find an inscription that acts like a switch.

(Hello, I’m Nathaniel.)

A moment of hesitation before another message reaches me.

(Hello Nathaniel, I’m Darren, can I ask you why you have Owen’s Transmitter?)

The tone of his voice is not nice at all, but there is no wonder.

(I saw a Veil Guardian eating three people, and after it left, I searched their bodies,)

The silence is longer this time. I don’t think he trusts me.

(Darren, I won’t dance around it. I have a level 6 child with me, and she needs medical attention, a healer, or an item. She drank and bathed in the water of the lake just away from the city.)

(What group do you belong to? No, you can’t belong to any, you wouldn’t be asking us for help. Are you a wanderer? Merchant? Courier?)

(I can’t tell you.)

(You just told me three of my friends are dead, and I’m still not sure that you didn’t kill them. Then you immediately ask me for favors?)

Well, when he puts it like that, it’s obvious it would sound bad.

(I will pay you back. I’m somewhat strong, so I’m sure there are things I can do for you. We don’t have to meet eye to eye if you don’t want to. Just leave some medicine somewhere and tell me where it is.)

The start of this floor is far from optimal and has, thus far, proved to be annoying.

Out of nowhere, I start missing the silly doggo. Being able to pet him or boop his snout would at least allow me to alleviate some of my stress.

Still, I continue, (There were some things I found on their bodies. A few mana stones with encrypted information, a weird-looking bracelet, and a small sealed wooden box.)

Seeing how dangerous it is outside and their low levels, I think most of the survivors are of similar strength, and for them to go out, they must have some important mission. Maybe one of the three items.

Darren takes a bit longer to answer, but that confirms it. One of the items I have is important to him.

(Give us the location where Owen and others got attacked. When we confirm your story, we will leave medicine in some buildings, and you will leave the items there. No need for contact at all.)

(Okay.)

After that, I describe my location as best as I can, and the transmitter turns off.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I hope you are enjoying the 5th floor so far!

As always, have a nice weekend, and see you the next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (40 chapters / two months ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

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



                



Chapter 276 - Vitalist


                Around half a day passes. During that time, I keep infusing my mana into my disciple. She is still sick and woke up only once, briefly enough for me to let her drink some water.

When the transmitter in my hands finally attempts to connect me, I accept it quickly.

(Darren here. We have confirmed your story, Nathaniel. To be honest, I didn’t expect you to leave the items there as well.)

(It’s a risk from my side, you could take them and disappear, but take it as a show of my goodwill and the trust I’ve put in you.)

(I see.)

As I wait for the answer, I decide not to tell him about the tiny anchor I left on one of the items. The anchor I created using my [Tether] will be used to teleport to their location the moment he refuses me.

If he does so, I will just force them to heal this little half-demon who has so far only given me trouble.

Darren continues, (You will find what you are looking for in one hour at this location.) He then carefully describes the area and how to get there.

He also warns me not to attract the attention of any veilshriekers, just in case.

When our connection ends, I put the transmitter away and look at the girl under the blanket, with a few thermal orbs near her.

Both of us are surrounded by a barrier that disrupts the mana we are letting out, making us much harder to detect. The room we are in is dark, mold growing in the corners, but it’s deep within one of the skyscraper-like buildings.

The interior is simple; the furniture has been broken or eaten away by the passage of time.

“You are causing me so much trouble,” I sigh and poke the cheek of the sick girl. Then I pull on one of her tiny horns.

Well, it’s probably my fault too, but let’s not mention it. This should help toughen her up. Back in my day, I went through much worse.

I open the community and this time click on Hard difficulty.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -hello

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -food!

Damn it, Biscuit, what are you doing here?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - food food.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - food food!

Samuel (Hard, Legion) - Hello, Noname.

Emma (Hard, Legion) - Another person from Hell difficulty, hello Noname, I hope you are doing well!

Fox (Hard, Hoarders) - Noname, run or these military psychos will get their hands on you, lol.

Eagle (Hard, Hoarders) - run run run run run.

Samuel (Hard, Legion) - Fox, once again, we are part of the US military, we are not “military psychos” as you like to call us.

Fox (Hard, Hoarders) - the world is going to shit and you’re still playing at soldiers, how can you expect anyone to take you seriously?

Emma (Hard, Legion) - You can ignore them Noname, group Hoarders is a bit more open-spirited than they should be.

Samuel (Hard, Legion) - As Emma said, Noname, just ignore them. I hope we can talk during the tournament. I will be honest with you. We don’t know how many people got into the tutorial or how many rounds there are. Nor do we know what’s happening to Earth so I hope you will see some reason and the need for some rules for the people that make it out of the tutorial.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - We can talk, but I don’t promise anything.

Samuel (Hard, Legion) - Even that is fine. Sset already told us your group is from the US and you can imagine how terrifying an uncontrollable returner can become to people from Earth. There need to be rules.

Fox (Hard, Hoarders) - For all you know the earth is already overrun by monsters or people from the first 4 rounds of the tutorial. There is no need to feel any responsibility to your country. They can’t control you anymore.

Emma (Hard, Legion) - Fox, some surely think like that, but not all of us do. We were given these powers for a reason.

Eagle (Hard, Hoarders) - Heh, you can do whatever you want. You can try to control all the people from Hard difficulty, but I’m sure just one person from Hell would be enough to mess you up.

Emma (Hard, Legion) - Logically people from Hell are the strongest, but I don’t think it’s possible for them to fight against everyone in Hard difficulty. We have over 5 times the members.

I don’t know. I’m pretty sure I could take on a few dozen people from Hard difficulty, looking at what Cipher, Goldie, and the frosty guy were capable of.

I read a bit longer, but they seem to be too into fighting, so I turn off the community, deciding to save my limit and try my luck with more reasonable people.

Once again, I poke the cheek of my disciple. It’s getting really frustrating that I seem to be incapable of learning a healing skill, and I start to wonder if there’s some reason for that. Is it a limit of my talent? Is it just that I’m not a good vessel for healing skills? Am I blocked by the system?

I don’t mean a passive skill or a trait; I’ve been offered plenty of healing, but all of them seem to be geared towards myself.

Could it be because of my subclass? Is Pride something that won’t allow me to heal others? That doesn’t make too much sense, I think. It also doesn’t feel right that the system would actively “block” something like that, but it already limits the number of passive skills I can have, so maybe?

Another question to get answered.

Deciding to head to the spot, I pick up the little half-demon and shrink the barrier. Then I create a small anchor, leave it here and head outside.

After moving to the rooftops, I move slowly. I try to keep as much mana as possible inside of my body and keep it from leaking, so I only boost my body and jump. The feeling is usually something I would enjoy, but the risk of failing my Floor quest after it already started somehow takes away from that.

Maybe that was the intention of the system, to give me an annoying quest and watch me suffer, or just force us into situations where we have to improvise and adapt.

After half an hour of traveling, I stop on one of the rooftops. This one is different from every other rooftop I’ve visited, but it’s hard to describe.

Only after I get closer do I start to pick up on it.

There is a weird field around the rooftop. I barely sense any mana from it, even when I’m so close, and I couldn’t see anything from further away. Just passing by, even up close, I wouldn’t notice any of it.

Taking a few more steps, I pass through the barrier, and the moment I do, the scenery changes. Finally, I can see the small cottage on top of the skyscraper.

The cottage is built out of wood and looks to be cozy and clean, if a bit simple. The building is surrounded by pots containing hundreds of grasses and flowers, even a few smaller trees.

It’s like a scene straight from a fairy tale and doesn’t fit in with the surroundings.

“Please don’t knock over any of my pots, young man,” a voice shouts from inside.

Walking carefully between them, I reach the door and then enter without hesitation.

“So brave,” the ancient-looking woman inside giggles, almost childishly.

[Vitalist - lvl 101]

“I only expected to find some items,” I say and stop.

The inside of the cottage is as cozy as the outside. Fitted with old wooden furniture that has been well cared for. The interior is extremely clean, furnished with carpets and flowers and weird glasses filled with colorful liquids taking up every surface. I notice several pairs of boots next to me and looking up, the Vitalist herself is wearing a pair of warm interior slippers.

Deciding that there is no reason to be antagonistic, yet, I take off my shoes while keeping hold of my disciple and step in my socks only.

“So very handsome and well-behaved. An unusual combination indeed,” the old woman gestures for me to move closer and points at the bed nearby.

Carefully, I lay the little half-demon on it and step back. Then I let out some of my mana using it to observe.

The woman notices and asks, “What would you do if I hurt her?”

“I will kill you before you can,” I say simply to clear things out.

I saw Lily healing a lot of times and even felt it on my skin. I will be capable of sensing if she tries anything else.

As if expecting that, she laughs again, “Darren warned me about you. Things like: ‘He saw the Veil Guardian and survived, you have to be extremely careful!’ or ‘You dumb old woman! Do you have any idea how many people rely on you? What if he kills you?’”

Her hands carefully touch the little girl and even after seeing little horns under her hair, she doesn’t say a word. I, on the other hand, intensify my observation and collect some thermal and kinetic energy inside of my body.

Without saying more, she just heals her. The mana she’s using isn’t exactly the same as Lily’s. The old woman’s mana feels rougher and weaker, but at this point, I’m not all that surprised.

I’ve long since gotten used to the fact that we people from Hell difficulty often have superior skills and abilities.

“Poor little girl. Pummeled, internal wounds, poisoned, tears in her tissues, high internal temperature, shock, small concussion,” she names each wound in succession.

When she looks at me, “I can heal her, but what will you give me in exchange, young man?”

This granny is totally shameless.

“Ask Darren,” I tell her.

“Fuck Darren,” she answers simply.

She is quite feisty, isn’t she?

She continues, “You can still have Darren owe you, but I will want something as well. The little girl would have died without my help.”

“You would heal her even without me giving you anything in exchange,” I say.

Her eyebrows move up, and a light flickers behind her eyes.

What now, granny? Did you think I wouldn’t notice how worried you became? How quickly you started healing and your sighs of relief as the girl got better? Even though she is acting cheeky, the granny seems to be kindhearted, well, at least to kids.

“Maybe, but I think I will still get something out of you. Some small service or help. Nothing too difficult because that would annoy you and you would just refuse. But if I ask for something small, you will help.”

Is there something wrong with my face? Is the system giving people the ability to read me like a book? Or is it the power of the true extrovert I’ve heard about so often? The power of someone feeding on the energy of introverts to survive and learn to read people not with talent but through sheer quantity of interactions.

“I’m right, I think, hehe, I might ask you later! For now, it’s fine, the little girl is already healed and will wake up soon.”

Acknowledging that with a simple nod, I pass by her and grab my disciple, then turn around to leave only to be met by the old woman blocking my way.

“Leaving already?” she asks.

“Yes, this place is making me sleepy,” I take another step.

Her smile only deepens, seemingly not bothered that I identified the effects of the field that’s been set up around this rooftop.

I also identify its source, some small item inside a compartment inside one of the walls.

She finally lets me pass, “I think you should talk with Darren. He could find a use for someone like you, and I believe it would be worth it for you as well.”

“Yes, yes,” I put on my shoes and then turn to face her.

For a moment, I consider releasing some of my mana and startling her for such a cheap trick with the field that was supposed to make me fall asleep, but in the end, I decide against it. It seems like I will be dealing with these people for a while. This kind of “Locating survivors” didn’t seem to count as finishing the side quest.

In the end, I just step outside and knock over a few of her flower pots while the old granny screams something at me.

I knock down the last one, jump onto the roof, and head back deeper into the ruined city.

            


Chapter 277 - Leveling up


                The field around her rooftop cabin probably wouldn’t put me to sleep, but if I were weaker, it could be a problem. The natives of the tutorial are dangerous, and my experiences since starting the second floor have only confirmed this. Even Thalen, Isola, and Obelia showed their true colors in the end.

Well, maybe that’s too harsh. It’s clear that they had their own interests in mind and prioritized them over a random group they’d only known a few weeks.

I wonder if it’s something that becomes more apparent the longer you live. Obelia and Isola were probably over 50 years old, probably closer to 100, by comparison, their experience with us was much less than that. So it’s not much of a wonder, in the end, that Obelia attempted to kidnap Lily, while Isola was willing to kill me without hesitation.

I do not hate them for that, but at the same time, I have my own priorities and I won’t hesitate when it comes down to it. That’s the kind of world the tutorial has thrown us into.

My weak disciple begins to stir, and slowly she opens her red eyes. They are clearer than before, showing no trace of hidden pain.

At first she seems dazzled by the thermal orbs floating in the air, then her gaze falls on me, before finally settling on the room itself. Her little body stiffens, ready to jump up and fight, but she meets my eyes again, as I return her gaze.

I don’t say anything, but she calms down.

“You can eat and drink if you want,” I gesture at the supplies next to her, “Or you can sleep if you prefer, but we need to move tomorrow. There are also a few mana stones you can practice with if you feel up to it.”

I leave her to her decision as I sort through the items I looted from the old capital.

As I’m going through them, I hear movement, as she carefully takes long, slow sips of water; followed by the sound of chewing. I, meanwhile, separate the contents of my bags into two piles.

I left some of them at the lake, but none of them are very valuable. Different varieties of hardwood, iron, old weapons, and armor. Things I wanted to examine if I got really bored, nothing important. Still, I’ll go back later, if only to sell them if I can’t use them for anything else.

I found a lot of items during my looting of the capital, but most of them were in such a terrible state that the system only offered a single shard for them. Just like that, my plans for the city were ruined.

After that, I chose to focus on quality over quantity, the piles in front of me now are the items that made the cut.

The first pile contains items I’m currently thinking of selling. Some rings, mana stones, a bracelet, a small shield, another amulet, and some chainmail. Each one in the upper tier of rare grade at most.

Then there is the second pile, I intend to keep these. Mana conductive paint, pieces of arcanadium, endurium, shards of ethercrystal. The bracelet from the auction that had a strange reaction to my Primordial Energies, high-grade mana stones, some decent mana batteries, an interesting upper rare dagger, The epic aqua arcana vial, some more metal, crystals, and mana stones containing inscribed information.

There is also all the food I have and bottles of water, as well as some gold and jewelry, in case of need.

Checking the pile, I estimate that the food should be enough to comfortably last us a few weeks, maybe even months. Most of what I’ve brought is very calorie-dense. Plus, I don’t need to eat that much anymore after my body upgrade.

We’re a bit lower on water, but we should have enough for at least two weeks. I also have an epic vial that I can use to store water. There is currently a lot of water from the lake, but that’s poisonous, seeing what it did to my disciple.

“Master?” a soft voice sounds from behind me.

“Hm?” I just ask without turning.

“Won’t you eat with me?” There’s a strange quality to her voice. It’s hard to describe.

When I turn to her, she is sitting there, small, thin, her red eyes seeming to glow even in a room filled with shadows, and small horns poking through her hair. It almost seems like she sees some importance in eating together.

Is it some kind of custom?

“Sure,” I say, turning away from the pile, and sitting on the floor across from her.

She smiles, but it seems strained. She is deciding what to think of me, as I am her.

I’m supposed to be her master, teach her, and protect her. I gave her food and clothes and started teaching her, yet she got poisoned because of my inexperience and hurt while we were teleporting.

Yet, she can’t just run away from me or hate me for that, without me she would die, and quickly at that.

I can’t change the facts, whether I like them or not, I can only strive to work on the things I can.

“Is this a custom where you’re from?” I ask as she carefully splits the food between us, using clean pieces of cloth to set out the food and water.

She does so awkwardly as if she is not used to it, but there is some joy in her movements. The kind of joy a person experiences by doing something they always wanted to try.

“Yes,” her answer is short and we leave it at that.

When it’s all set up, she waits and looks up at me, and I take the first small bite from the dried fruit.

She watches me eat, her big red eyes once again reminding me how young she is. My disciple is even younger than Isabella, yet she is so different.

Finishing the fruit, I then take a sip of water, and that’s when she also starts eating and drinking more water.

No matter how hard she tries, her movements are awkward, revealing her hunger, and when she is nearly out of food, I place a bit more in front of her.

The little half-demon devours it all, and when it’s done, she says two simple words, “Thank you.”

 







 

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 13]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 26]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 31]

[Lvl 214 > Lvl 215]

Bit by bit, I finally level up. Even these weak monsters seem to count, and it looks like I was really close to leveling, and they pushed me over the edge.

All the stat points immediately go to support my ever-growing mana.

The entire time, I keep my eyes on the little half-demon as she fights a level 2 Veilshrieker.

This one is smaller and much weaker than the ones I’ve been killing, they’re too much for her right now.

Wielding the dagger I gave her, she overpowers the creature. The way she fights is raw and aggressive. That’s how someone weak fights against stronger opponents. Not to win but to wound and frustrate the opponent enough that they don’t bother to fight her.

Well, at least she doesn’t seem to be a scaredy-cat, and everything I teach her, she does her best to implement, taking in my “teachings” like a sponge. Her [Concentration] helps with that too, even though it’s not as good as my [Focus].

When she’s done, she turns to me, and I point at another monster that I’ve been holding with my [Redistribution]. She turns, and I release it, and then the fight starts.

The little half-demon is nimble and fairly talented. Someone like her should be capable of reaching a higher level. Unfortunately, unlike those of us in the tutorial, she doesn’t have to deal with the monsters gradually getting stronger. No matter how cruel and dangerous Hell difficulty is, there is some fairness to it, and on the 1st floor, the monsters were strong, but only to the point we could mostly handle.

Unlike us, my disciple lives in a world of constant war and no place to go and find monsters matching her level. There isn’t even anyone who would bother to help her.

When she finishes the monster, she turns to me, “Level 9.”

Good, she is close to reaching level 10 where she should receive her first trait. This is a point of curiosity for me. Will her system be similar to mine? Logically it should be, at least partially, with a few huge differences. Currently, I’m inclined to think that the system within the tutorial is here to help us grow stronger faster than we would outside of it. Or maybe I’m wrong, and the outside system issues quests similar to the floor and side quests we’ve been receiving.

Even while babysitting my silly disciple, I’m constantly practicing, especially examining my Thermokinetic Mana Heart and its ability to compress mana and how much it affects my Primordial energies. Once in a while, I even compress mana into the black one, just an orb as small as a grape, and force it under my control.

[Focus - lvl 43 > Focus - lvl 44]

Compressing and controlling my mana is getting easier in combination with my new passives and my new trait. That’s when I do it outside of my body to create a black mana dagger or black orbs. Absorbing it into my body is something I’ve decided to save for dangerous situations where I have no other option. Even if I wanted to try, it would be dangerous training it now, with the Veil Guardian around. The monster seems to have skills that allow it to track mana to a scary degree. And it being close to level 300 makes it even more annoying. I thought there weren’t supposed to be any strong monsters in starting zones, but this one doesn’t seem to care.

(Nathaniel?)

While keeping my eyes on my disciple as she’s fighting, Darren, one of the survivors, calls over the crude communicator and I accept the connection.

(Do you call because you want to pay me for the items I left you since you only sent me to that annoying granny?)

A short silence. He’s probably thinking about how to pay me back. Surely.

I fire off a mana projectile throwing the monster to the side before it bites into the little half-demon. My disciple doesn’t seem to be pleased and attacks with more aggression, the dagger stabbing into the monster. As before, she seems to have some talent for strengthening her body with her mana, like I used to do at the start of the first floor.

(She said it would be safe to cooperate with you, so I wanted to meet up.)

Well, it looks like it could be easy to finish at least one of the side quests, even though this one only offers some food and water as a reward.

(Maybe later, I will contact you.) Not giving him a chance to answer, I turn off the communication.

“Come here,” I instruct my disciple.

She lifts her eyes and obediently pushes herself back to her feet, even though she just started resting after finishing the monster.

“Stab me,” I tell her.

Her expression changes as she activates her [Concentration]. She thinks just for a few seconds and then she nods.

Mana flows through her body and her red eyes seem to shine as she shifts on her feet, twists her body, and stabs me with her dagger. Her height leads her to target my belly with the thrust, and I take a small step backward, causing her to lose her balance as her strike misses.

Quickly reclaiming it, my disciple moves again, taking two short steps towards me, and lunges again, this time aiming at my leg.

Once again, I take a small step to the side and she loses her balance.

The third time, she aims at the leg again, but when I change my position again, she doesn’t lose her balance. Her footwork is slightly different as she adapts her movements.

“Good, now continue,” I release one more monster from my hold and it starts screeching, pure hate in its eyes.

“Yes, master,” my disciple nods and faces it.

As before, I’m surprised by her cold behavior, but I guess that’s her skill, even though it’s surprising to see it in someone so young. It reminds me a bit of Isabella when she was still under Sophie’s [Geas].

A few more hours pass, and with pauses in between, she finally kills one of the last monsters.

“Level 10!” a happy smile flashes across her face and she rushes towards me.

For a moment, it looks like she wants to hug me, but she stops and her expression changes to nearly scared as she realizes what she was about to do.

“Traits?” I ask, breaking the silence that ensues.

“I got offered five of them, there’s Mana Circuit, which you’ve mentioned, and then there are Elemental Resonance, Sensory Expansion, Arcane Intuition, and Natural Resilience. But master, it’s weird. I thought you were unable to pick your trait and only awaken it.”

Then she gives me the descriptions. All of them sound useful. Elemental Resonance to attune her to elements, Sensory Expansion to strengthen her six senses, Arcane Intuition to move her mana more reflexively, and Natural Resilience to strengthen her body and make it more resilient or something.

All of them pale in comparison to the first one.

But her note about awakening traits instead of picking them is interesting. Are only people who go through the tutorial capable of picking their traits? Is my disciple fake or real? And is it possible that people outside of the tutorial only awaken traits at certain levels?

“Pick Mana Circuit,” I tell her in the end.

To my surprise, she doesn’t even ask why and just picks it, and that leaves me at a loss for words. The little girl just looks up to me. Big red eyes, small horns near her hair, and an expression of trust.

The little half-demon tilts her head, “Master? Is everything ok?” she asks innocently.

I have noticed that she started showing me more trust after I “saved” her and after I fed her a few times, but this… this feels heavy.

“It’s fine, how many traits can your race have?” I ask, just in case. Humans can have only 3, so I’m curious about others.

“Only four,” the little half-demon says.

“Only four?” I ask.

She nods, “I heard some powerful demons can have five.”

I don’t think I would like full demons.

            


Chapter 278 - Rules


                “Master! Look, look!” a silly half-demon with four undeserved trait slots rushes towards me, her red eyes mirroring her smile.

She holds up a rare dagger, coated in a nearly invisible layer of pale blue mana. It flickers and would likely disappear if it struck anything stronger than air. Yet, she is still smiling happily.

“My [Mana Manipulation] leveled up too!” she adds.

I pull my attention away from examining the effects of compressed mana on my skills, and turn to her, “Are you sure you didn’t cheat?” I ask.

That scares her for a moment, but as she looks at me, she quickly regains her smug expression. “Is Master trying to tease me?”

“Maybe,” I reach out and pull on one of her horns, shaking her head as I do.

Her small hands try to push me away, but even though my body is probably the weakest out of group 4, I won’t lose against a level 13.

In the past few days, she has become so comfortable around me that it’s scary, and she constantly fights for my attention, always rushing to me whenever she has a breakthrough in her training. At first, I thought she was just being naive and even teased her about it. Only to be looked down on by a 6-year-old girl. I swear she looked down at me like I was stupid!

I mean, what the heck!

She responded, telling me: It’s fine because I’m her master.

The only way to get confirmation, Is to have her interact with more people, so I will use Darren and visit their camp. I can’t let her be too naive and trusting.

I would also like her to acquire her primary class before the end of our three weeks together. I got mine after we entered the second floor and back then I was a bit over level 20, and I hope it will be the same for her.

“What are you working on, master?” the girl asks, as she plops down next to me.

“I’m testing how much I can compress my mana and how much this compressed mana changes my skills when I use it to power them.”

She nods, totally not understanding, yet looking up at me and listening.

“At first, I thought I would be able to compress my mana more, but at the moment it seems to be around 20% at most, and that’s using the full power of my improved heart.”

“I see!” she nods.

She is totally lost.

“Some of my skills react to compressed mana better, and others don’t react much at all. My theory is that higher-tiered skills don’t benefit all that much from a 20% rate of compression. But it could have more to do with the type of skill. For example, concentration-type skills like your [Concentration] and my [Focus] might not get that much of a boost. Maybe there’s still some threshold that I need to cross before I can make it work. Maybe 20% just isn’t enough. If so, how much is my black mana compressed? Is it equal to the 1st stage of Potency? Second stage? Or am I totally wrong? Is there something else in play? Is [Focus] just compression, or is it doing something else as well? The last king recognized the black mana, so what was that? Did he misunderstand, is black mana really all that unusual? Do you get black mana when you reach a certain level? Are there other ways to create it? Is…”

“Master?” She asks interrupting my train of thought.

“Yes?”

“Are you bullying me because half-demons can have 4 traits while humans only get 3?”

The mana stone I was holding falls from my hand.

The little half-demon is not smiling, her face is mostly blank, but something in the way her eyebrow moves and her eyes have narrowed tells me she is having a lot of fun.

Cheeky little thing, when did you get SO comfortable?

I lean closer and look deep into her eyes, but even that doesn’t seem to scare her. So, I just sigh and lay on the grass, looking towards the sky. 

I have been defeated.

We are currently on a rooftop that has been overgrown with grass, flowers, and even a few small trees, the cracked material of the building peeking out from gaps in the greenery.

“My minion, why do you trust me so much? Answer honestly.”

“It’s disciple, master. Not minion,” she complains.

“Sure, minion.”

For a moment, she pouts and then lies on the ground next to me, also looking towards the sky.

“Master is the same as me.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m little and dumb and I can’t explain. So I will find the words as I grow smarter.”

“Minions do not become smarter, they become dumber.”

“That’s not true!” she complains and I listen to her chirping for a minute longer before sending her off to practice as I do the same.

 







 

I have finally decided to sell the items I looted from the old capital. In the end, they might be good things to trade with natives of this floor, but I think the shards will be more valuable.

In the worst case, I can buy some back at a loss and trade, if I need to. I don’t think they use currency here as this world seems to be firmly post-apocalypse.

I receive quite a tidy sum of shards in exchange - 5,260, to be exact, leaving me with a total of 13,542. Enough for an epic passive if I really wanted or a few weaker epic items or one stronger.

For now, I decide to keep them. I’m still seriously thinking of buying a rare passive to examine, then selling it and buying another. Sure, I would barely get any effect from such low-grade passives and I would spend some shards, but I think the knowledge I stand to gain would be worth it. It’s something I’ll have to add to my ever-growing list of things to try.

My current priority is to fully explore my new construct and the effects mana has on my body. Another is continued experimentation with black mana. This time I would like to use much less, I’ll probably try [Focus] again.

Maybe I could use it to run some kind of strengthening skill. Would that counteract the pressure it puts on my body? Would that mean I could strengthen my body with black mana and then generate more and use another skill?

Who the hell knows, more testing is required!

I’m also getting closer to decrypting the mana stone that was lodged in the corpse of the Champion’s disciple. The stone used to contain a personality imprint of said disciple, I believe he was called… called… Bob, I think.

Arcane archer Bob, we fought him in the ancient mine, where he guarded the array leading to the heart of the Colony. That guy. I still have the stone and haven’t given up. Maybe there will be a piece of information or two. In the worst case, I will ruin the inscriptions and turn it into a mana battery.

Whispering Echo Stone (epic):The Whispering Echo Stone is a rare, iridescent mana stone that serves as a powerful mana battery and harbors an imperfect personality imprint. There is something encrypted inside.

There is also a new token I found in the system shop. I swear that it wasn’t there before as I keep checking the shop anytime I have some free time. I already bought three of these tokens.

Detachment Token: Used to remove upgrades from a skill, reverting it to its base form.

The description is short, and the price is a thousand shards for one. So, with these 3,000 of my shards are gone, and I don’t regret a thing.

Symbiotic Transference, Advanced Mana Manipulation, and Dual Focus Consolidation. All of these upgrades are gone, kaput, reduced to atoms. Yet I can still use my skills in the same way as before. All of these upgrades were months and months old, and my mastery over the skill had already transcended them.

There won’t be any upgrades helping me to master my skills, no, it will all be on me and me only. I could do it later when three thousand shards would be worth much less to me, but I think it’s good to start as soon as possible.

And with this, a new plan came. Maybe I can use the next skill upgrade token, observe it, learn what I want, and then remove the upgrade. It should work, right? The price would probably be around 6,000 shards to do so. That’s 5,000 lost by not selling the upgrade token and 1,000 more for the detachment token.

With a total budget of 10,000 shards, it’s quite a price to pay, but I don’t believe that epic is the highest rarity of item there is, no. There should be a rarity somewhere in the ballpark of 10 to 20, times more expensive than epic. When I am finally capable of collecting those sums on a later floor, which I logically should be, 6,000 shards will be nothing.

For now, I will buy a new rare passive instead, as they are much cheaper, and learn from it, yup. The system refuses to teach properly, so it’s obvious I will use whatever I can to teach myself.

“Master, you have a creepy expression,” I hear somewhere in the background.

Ignoring the voice of the silver-spoon, 4-trait half-demon girl, I continue disrupting her mana, as she tries to fight against it. This has already gone on for hours, and she’s not using much mana in her attempts, she can still keep up.

Still, even now, she is unable to fight against it, no matter how many times she’s leveled her skill in the process.

I freeze as I open my mouth to answer her. One of the mana threads I set in the streets tore, and a signal comes to me through a thread thinner than a hair. Nearly impossible to perceive without looking for it.

But, even so, the monster down on the street stops its movement, waves of mana radiating from it, trying to detect the thing that interrupted it.

I stare over the edge of the rooftop and gesture for my disciple to remain quiet.

[Veil Guardian - lvl ??]

The monster keeps sniffing and looking around, and when its head starts slowly turning towards our building, I use [Tether] and activate one of the anchors I left in the buildings around us.

At the other end, a mana orb bursts open, releasing mana and feeding the inscriptions I’ve painted on the floor in mana-conductive paint. The inscriptions imitate a barrier-type skill to confuse the monster and to not be a simple pulse of mana.

Down on the street, the Veil Guardian screeches and rushes towards the burst orb. Every single step it takes cracks the road, and its movement is fluid and quick, the blades shining in the morning light.

“We are leaving,” I tell my disciple.

As we planned and practiced before, she quickly rushes to grab her things, and I do the same. Within a few seconds, we are packed, and I awkwardly lift her up into my arms; it’s a bit more weird now that she is awake.

I leave a tiny black mana orb where I stand and start jumping from rooftop to rooftop to put distance in between us and the monster.

After landing, I create a projectile that I tie an anchor to and shoot really far away. I fire off another behind that to make the possible tracking much more difficult or straight-up impossible and jump again.

Then we move down the street, and I continue running for another thirty minutes while reducing our mana footprint as much as possible.

“What is your level?” I ask.

From my side, she lifts her head, her red eyes meeting mine, “Fourteen. Master, are you not scared of that monster?”

“Not really,” I grab her for a moment and jump over a crater in the street caused by an explosion long ago.

As I put her back on the ground, she asks again, “Why didn’t you kill it?”

“You would probably die if we fought. Also, I don’t think I can kill it at the moment.”

“Is that monster stronger than you master?”

“Probably.”

“And you aren’t scared?” she continues to ask.

So, I pause and lower my head to her level, “Silly disciple, listen carefully,” I pull her horn to make sure she gives me full attention, and when I let go, she covers it with her hands to defend it.

After finding the right words, I continue, “There will always be someone stronger than you. Someone more talented. Someone with a higher level. But, minion, there is no need to be bothered by that.”

“Disciple, not minion,” a quiet voice sounds.

“If you meet such a person, use whatever you can. Befriend them, act submissive, or use tricks. Spit, bite, kick at the crotch. Prepare to hunt them, cheat. In the end, it doesn’t matter how strong they are, the winner is the one that is alive in the end.”

“But isn’t that… dirty?”

“Disciple, are you the strongest person on your planet?”

“N-no?”

“So why do you care? Powerful people can be honorable, and it’s better when they are, they’re easier to trick or deal with. Remember, you can only act honorably if you have the strength to back it up.”

Instead of answering, she just nods.

“Disciple, if you die, you won’t be able to see all that is there to see. If you die, you won’t be able to learn what you’re capable of, and you won’t eat more sweet fruit,” I poke her nose.

Her red eyes are attentive, and in the morning dawn, their color is beautifully vibrant.

“You can worry about that stuff when you’re much stronger. You can find friends you can trust. You can fall in love. You can be honorable if that’s something you want. But to get there, you need to use everything you have to stay alive.”

I scan the area around us and when it feels safe I continue, “But there are some rules to follow so you don’t become a savage. If someone shows you pure and unconditional kindness, try to not betray it, even if it means you get hurt. Don´t be cruel without reason and always set your priorities. And never hurt kids.”

I let the silence linger, “Of course, it’s your life, so live it the way you want.” Before she answers I stand up, “Let’s continue.”

After a few steps, my silly disciple rushes to join me as we continue down the street.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Shoutout to Actus and his Return of the Runebound Professor, which just released on Amazon. For a long time, it has been and still is one of the most popular stories on RoyalRoad.
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For Noah Vines, death isn’t the end. It’s a weapon.



After standing around in the afterlife for thousands of years, Noah is all out of patience. When the opportunity to steal a second chance at living arises, he doesn’t hesitate.



Reincarnated into the body of a dying magic school professor, Noah finds that he took more than just a second chance. He got infinite. Every time he dies, his body reforms.



Lives are a currency, and Noah Vines is rich.



With countless variations of runic magic to discover and with death serving as only a painful soul-wound rather than a final end, Noah finally has a chance to wander the lands of the living once more.



This time around, he plans to get strong enough to make sure that he never has to wait around in the afterlife again.




                



Chapter 279 - Three Options


                [You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 131]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 143]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 163]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 138]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 169]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 171]

…

I watch as each monster dies one after the other, their hearts pierced by a small orb of mana that’s been boosted with kinetic energy.

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 159]

[Lvl 215 > Lvl 216]

My leveling is getting slower, and these monsters aren’t cutting it. Should I go and try to hunt the Veil Guardian? The asshole is probably close to 300, but with some planning and a few well-placed traps, I should be able to kill him. 

There is only one problem with that.

My disciple walks into the room from behind me, and with her tiny feet, she kicks one of the corpses.

She looks up at me, “I want to be strong enough to do that too.”

“As I said, there is one word the ancient half-demon used to say after every sentence, earning the respect of…”

“I’m not going to say that word!”

Tsk, my opinion on lynthari is going down and down.

Taking a more serious stance, I return her gaze, and even though she is trying to act like she’s mad, I can see that she’s taken a liking to our banter.

Damn you, system, just how bad did she have it before to enjoy this.

“Minion, it’s time to decide.”

“I’m not a minion, I’m a disciple.”

I continue, “This is up to you, and I want you to consider it very carefully, so listen closely.”

I take a seat on the ground and gesture for her to do the same, she takes a moment to dust off a section of the floor before plopping down across from me. She takes great care not to dirty her new clothes.

Surrounded by corpses, in a basement deep under one of the skyscrapers, I finally bring myself to ask a question I’ve been putting off for a while. I have had this silly disciple for 5 days, and just over two weeks remain, so it’s time I asked it.

“There are multiple ways we can go about your training,” I lift one of my fingers, “First, we can continue what we are doing now. Some leveling, some hunting, and when the time is ready, you will return to your world much stronger than when you came, with some nice memories.”

She pulls her light brown hair out of her face, and her deep red eyes are glued to me.

“Second, we take a more aggressive approach. You will sleep a bit less, we will hunt more, I will force you to train more and expect more of you. You will be tired, and you will get hurt.”

The mood turns more serious.

“Third and last, I will put you in danger, and at times you will risk your life. It will hurt, you will sleep less, and I will take a much harsher approach. With this option, you will leave this place the strongest, but the memories you take back with you will include a lot of pain, and blood, and there is a chance that you will hate me in the end.”

Gradually, I let my words die away, and silence ensues, interrupted only by the eerie sounds of a quiet room.

The little half-demon opens her mouth to say something, but I jump into her words, “Think carefully because when you pick one of the options, I won’t change my mind later.”

I know it’s a hard decision to make for someone so young, but I trust that she can decide for herself. Meanwhile, I also believe that I will finish this floor well no matter which one she picks. 

At the same time, I can’t help but wonder what she will choose. 

“What would master pick if you were in my place?”

“Third,” I answer without hesitation.

“Third,” she replies. Just a single word and a determined expression.

“You can think about it some more if you like.”

“I don’t need to.”

“Okay.”

My disciple is currently level fifteen, so I release a level 20 Veilshrieker, and minion jumps to her feet at the same moment the monster rushes her.

The first attack throws her against the wall, a painful groan escaping her lips. The second attack barely misses her head, and the monster’s third attack painfully bruises her shoulder and cracks the wall behind her. Before the fourth attack can land, she glances at me.

And I just sit there, practicing my Mana Cycling as usual and observing the fight.

The fourth attack draws blood and she rolls on the ground, the new clothes I bought for her getting dirty and torn. Only then does the expression on her face change. It becomes more distant, and she grabs the dagger, lowering her stance and moving her feet the way I taught her.

When the monster charges at her, she waits, changing her grip on her dagger. The little girl and the monster crash against each other, the monster’s attack only landing because she allows it to.

And then my disciple shows me the ferocity she learned in her homeland. The anger she’s kept hidden and controlled the entire time we’ve been together.

The dagger keeps moving up and down, stabbing the monster as she takes on some of the weaker attacks on purpose only so she can continue to attack.

All while her red eyes seem to glow with the same hatred as the monster’s.

When she is finally thrown off, she rolls a few times to escape the monster’s reach and jumps back to her feet. Her mana moves through her body, and she charges again, dodging and stabbing without hesitation.

With a last hateful screech, the monster finally dies and falls down with a dagger lodged in its neck.

With bloodied hands, a bruised body, and a wild look in her eyes, my disciple turns to me. She is breathing heavily, dead on her feet after such an intense fight, and yet there she stands.

So, I release another monster from my [Redistribution].

For that short moment, shock flashes across her face. Then there is a short moment of fear and anger.

As the monster gets closer, all of that disappears, replaced by a strange mask of calm settling over her face. I can sense her erratic heartbeat through the kinetic energy.

Her hand stops shaking and she falls to the ground, rolling and using the corpse of the monster she just killed to block a few attacks from the monster I just released.

While the Veilshrieker continues to bite and scratch the corpse that separates it from my disciple, she pulls the dagger from its neck, more blood soaking into her new clothes.

With a scream, she attacks.

The exchange that follows takes even longer than before. She is slowing down, her mana is dropping lower, and she gets wounded more often, yet even then she wins.

Falling to her knees, she turns towards me, looking for acknowledgment. The dagger drops from her hands and her chest moves heavily up and down.

She smiles at me proudly.

I lift my hand and show her three fingers, “You picked the third option.” Then I release the third monster.

Even though I can see the pain in her eyes, she reaches out and grabs the dagger again. Her fingers are slippery with blood, it takes her two attempts, but she soon wields it again and immediately rolls behind the monster, barely avoiding its attack.

My disciple, with sheer force of will, pushes herself back to her feet, and for a moment I can see the rage in her red eyes, as her demonic heritage makes itself known.

That rage is not directed at the monster only, no, it’s directed at me as well.

Before the monster can launch its offensive, she attacks.

 







 

“What’s wrong with you!” The granny screams and rushes to take my disciple from my arms and starts healing her immediately.

The moment she does so, the little half-demon’s face grows less pale, and her breathing calms down.

“She lost so much blood and she barely has any mana inside her body. Why is she so battered!” The granny complains.

“A little bit of training,” I say.

“Training? TRAINING!? Are you insane?” she screams.

I didn’t expect such a show of emotion. I guess she must have a weakness for hurt kids, perhaps that’s why she helped before. Well, I’m sure my disciple would be fine even without healing; the problem is that it would take too long for her to get back into form. If I use the granny, I can have her train more.

To cut off the stream of curses directed at me, I take out one of my bags and put it on the table, “For your current and future healing of my disciple,” I say simply.

“What a goddamn asshole you are, do you think…” Even though she is saying that she opens the bag and peeks inside, and that makes her words stop as if cut off.

She looks between me and the bag and then starts pulling out its contents.

Multiple bottles of water, plenty of food, a small bar of chocolate, a few of my smaller mana stones, and lastly an upper rare item - a cape that allows the creation of a realistic, but illusory image of its wearer with a duration determined by the amount of mana used. The illusion even duplicates one’s mana signature, heat, and smell. Out of the rare upper items, it’s one of the better ones, even though situational.

“Do we have a deal?”

“We have a deal,” she says, still annoyed.

We leave the cottage on the rooftop an hour later, and my disciple is following me on her own two feet. Her last fight gained her a level and even more levels in her skills.

After a few hours, we find ourselves in a secluded place inside one of the fallen skyscrapers, and I set traps around our perimeter and some anchors in the event of an emergency. Surrounded by a few thermal orbs, I sit down to eat.

Unlike before, my disciple doesn’t move to me, putting pieces of cloth in front of us. No, for the first time after a few days, she doesn’t ask me to eat with her and does everything she can to avoid my eyes.

After dinner, I put a tiny mana stone in front of her with a new set of inscriptions. This one is meant to replicate [Oscillation], and even without being asked, she immediately grabs it and starts her attempts. A minute later, her posture becomes less awkward as she forgets about me and she focuses her attention on the puzzle in front of her.

Hearing the sound of rain, I leave an anchor near her, and with constant monitoring, I leave the room, heading towards a room with a view of the outside.

As I enter, the sound intensifies, the sound of rain constantly drumming on the stone and the road below. The rain is beautiful, and droplets filled with light blue mana shine under a sky full of dark clouds. The myriad shining blue droplets light up the dark day. Reminding me of the mana rain on the first floor. Yet this one doesn’t seem to be quite as deadly given that it doesn’t damage the buildings or the vegetation outside.

Curious, I put my hand outside, and immediately a dozen or so raindrops pierce right through, and fall to the ground, which they do not damage at all.

I pull my hand back, and for a moment I observe it while the blood flows through it, my hand pierced with a dozen holes that go through the entire arm.

Well, it was silly to expect the tutorial to have normal rain.

I generate some thermal energy and send it through my body, healing my hand nearly immediately.

Then I pull the transmitter from my pocket, (Darren, so where did you say you are?)

It takes only a few seconds to get an answer.

(Oh, the guy with Owen’s transmitter. Darren is sleeping. I’m Nina.)

(Hello Nina, does the offer still stand?)

(Sure, here is the location. We can specify the exact time of the meeting later. See you soon.)

Nina must be less talkative than Darren, given that the connection cuts off after she describes the location.

Well, it’s time to start working on side quests and find out what this floor is about.

            


Chapter 280 - A terrible name


                As we walk through the streets, I continue to observe the small girl by my side. She still refuses to look at me, and when our eyes meet, even for a second, I can see the anger behind them. Surprisingly, that anger doesn’t seem to be directed at me, and that leaves me confused.

Does she not hate me? I mean, I wouldn’t blame her for it. After the first fight, I forced her into a few more like it, and this time we didn’t even go to the healer. Even now, she is bruised, her clothes bloodied and torn.

Yet, I ask her before every fight: “First, second, or third option?”

And as she did the first time, she answers simply: “Third.”

There is no hesitation in her answer, no hate towards me. Still, she doesn’t invite me to have food with her, she talks less, and she delves into training, usually not responding to my taunts.

Well, it’s fine even if she hates me. I just need to make her as strong as possible. Because of her wish, because of the floor quest, because of the fact she is currently my disciple, and my Pride won’t allow her to be weak.

“I’ve noticed that you haven’t been very aware of your surroundings lately,” I tell her.

Immediately after, a dozen or so veilshriekers pour from the fallen building around us and charge. [Redistribution] encompasses them all, and I stop all of them other than level twenty-one. That veilshrieker reaches my disciple and crashes against her before she has a chance to react. A pained scream escapes her mouth, and I force myself to stop myself from helping.

I watch as she pulls out the dagger, but the monster hits her hand, sending the dagger away. For a short moment, a look of panic appears in her eyes, and she looks toward me as if asking for help. I just return her gaze.

Her expression changes, the panic disappearing from it, replaced by a blank expression. She twists her head, avoiding another punch, and then she bites into the monster’s hand, drawing blood.

A weak, smokey mana emerges from her hand, slowly taking the shape of a dagger, and she stabs it into the monster’s neck. The dagger dissipates, not even piercing the skin, and the monster throws my disciple aside, and she rolls on the ground until she hits the side of the building.

The bloodthirsty monster screeches and rushes her again.

Meanwhile, my disciple pushes herself back to her feet, grabbing a piece of wood from the ground. She quickly coats the stick in her pale blue mana, bringing it to a point. Her red eyes are calm, yet full of emotion held back by her will, and she charges the monster as well.

She dodges the swing and stabs deep into the monster’s thigh, and the monster screeches in pain, scrambling to pull it out.

My disciple, not wasting a moment, jumps on the monster and stabs her fingers into the monster’s neck, coating them in her mana. Again and again, she repeats the movement, even as the monster falls to the ground and weakly swings its arms at her. She ignores the feeble blows and doesn’t stop until her control wavers and her fingers slide off the monster’s skin, without piercing it.

Her chest moving heavily, she stands up and looks towards me.

I weaken my Mantle and then slowly move my mana so she can observe the process. A dagger made out of mana forms in my hand and then dissipates.

When I do it for a second time, I feel her senses touching me and observing the process. Her senses should be heightened after a life or death situation, so I create another mana dagger. And I do so slowly, even if it is extremely wasteful and inefficient. It should be easier to observe this way, and she can take care of the rest later. First, she needs to learn how to do it.

When I feel like she has had enough, I let her go so that she can explore the rest on her own.

I turn to the remaining veilshriekers, still held in place by my skill, and with a high pitched shriek, a concentrated blast of kinetic energy tears through them. Each one dies as Half of their body explodes into a vapor of blood, bones, and flesh without damaging the surroundings.

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 16]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 38]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 19]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 27]

…

Again, side by side, we start walking through the street.

It only takes a few minutes before a weak voice next to me says, “I’m sorry that I’m weak, master.”

It’s the first time in days that she’s talked to me, I think about it a bit more. In the end, I ask, “Weak?”

“Yes…” her head is down, yet I can feel her using her mana to scan the area around us, she hasn’t done this since I’ve been taking care of it.

I stay quiet, and after a moment of silence, she continues, “You want to help, you let me decide for myself, yet I still… I was looking for help from you. I got scared, I got angry at you when you didn’t help. Angry at you even when you were so nice to me.”

What life did she even have to consider what I’m doing nice?

“Minion, that’s your problem,” I say, and she looks up at me.

When she tries to avoid my gaze, I grab one of her horns and force her to look at me, “You should be angry at me, I’m an asshole,” I declare proudly. “I said I would help you, yet you keep bleeding under my care and even risking your life. You are so young, yet I’ve forced you to make such a hard decision. What am I but an asshole?”

I sense a few monsters beyond the range of my disciple, and before they can interrupt us, I create an anchor next to them and send a blast of kinetic energy through.

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 61]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 12]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 7]

[You have defeated Veilshrieker - lvl 9]

Still holding her horn, I shake her head. “My silly disciple. It’s not you who is wrong. It’s the people around you. Everyone is an asshole, everyone is annoying, everyone is a weirdo. You alone are normal; that’s how you should look at it.”

At my declaration, she wants to say something, but I shake her head more.

“You are weak? So what? Do you plan to stay weak forever? I don’t think you do. Just do the best you can and give it time. Make your decisions and follow through. Who cares what anyone else thinks? Who cares if people call you names and laugh at you? Just nod, smile, and agree with them. And then, when they least expect it, come back and fuck them up.”

Isn’t it all simple?

“Have pride in yourself, my minion.” I let go of her horn and drop to my knees so I can look into her eyes, “You will fuck up, you will make mistakes, terrible ones, but such is life.”

“Master…”

“Yes?”

“I’m not a minion, I’m your disciple.”

“I don’t remember my disciple being such a crybaby.”

“Master is mean.”

“I didn’t hear you.”

“Master is an asshole!” she shouts at me.

I feel a small smile crawl onto my lips, “Yup, I am, so what are you going to do about it?”

“I will become stronger and beat you up.” 

Damn, I’m almost proud of this silly disciple of mine.

As a reward for her dedication, I grab her horn once again and shake her head. What makes me even more proud is that she actually tries to kick me, and I let her. There is barely any damage, but I appreciate the spirit.

I let go of her horn once more and sit down, and she joins me. In the middle of the street, surrounded by empty skyscrapers overgrown with vegetation, she takes out a few clean pieces of cloth and lays them out in front of us.

“Will you eat with me, master?” she asks shyly. As is her custom.

“Gladly,” I reply.

She smiles and takes out a few pieces of fruit and a bottle of water which she offers to me. She only ever does it with her food, the food she bought from me with information, or by completing tasks. She never takes any of the food I’ve given her access to.

Gradually, I’m coming to realize that she hasn’t been angry at me at all, nor has she had any ill feelings towards me. No, she was too ashamed, maybe even scared that I would ditch her if she didn’t do well. There was anger too, directed at herself not me.

I watch as she uses a bit of water to clean her bloodied hands and then takes a sip. When she grabs a piece of sweetened dried fruit, she takes a bite quickly. Her favorite snack, as I’ve come to learn.

We don’t talk during the meal any more than we did before, waiting until we have finished, she grabs the pieces of cloth and then carefully gets rid of leftovers and dirt that got on them. She carefully folds them and puts them into one of the bags I gave her.

Observing her and her mana for a bit, I reach out and form a small dagger out of [Regalia]. I attempt to imitate her mana frequency and constantly change it with my [Resonance]. It’s not perfect, but similar enough.

“You will be using this mana from now on. You can train with it as well.”

She takes the dagger from me thankfully and starts to examine it.

The dagger is dark blue with streaks of light blue mana. I used quite a bit of it, so I’m sure the dagger won’t dissipate anytime soon. A week or even more should be fine. I haven’t given it any enhancements. No, the dagger is mostly normal, the only exceptional thing about it is the mana circuits I left inside. Pathways she can use to train and as inspiration for her weapon.

The circuits are the only part I’m somewhat worried about, so I will make sure to check them every time.

“Next, your detection is lacking. Starting now, you will maintain it constantly and you will focus on making it as efficient as possible. It doesn’t matter if we are speaking, training, or fighting. Constantly. Understood?”

“Yes!”

“Good. I like how you fight, so for now there is no need to change that much. Some might tell you that you should focus more on defense, but they are wrong. You can defend as much as you want, but if you don’t have enough power to kill someone, it’s a waste of time. No, you are lucky to have me as your master. I will teach you some powerful attacks, and I will help you avoid some of the small mistakes I made.”

The way she listens and nods at my every word feels heavy. No matter how she behaves or what she went through, she is still very young and naive. But no worries, I’m here!

“We will make you into the most powerful half-demon ever.” I find it strangely fun. Is this why people like pet simulators so much?

The level of trust she’s giving me feels undeserved, but I will make sure she won’t regret it. It will be hard, it will be difficult, and I’m sure there will be times when she will want to cry, but in the end, I’m sure she won’t regret it. Because if you are powerful enough, you can do whatever you want and not be swayed by anything.

“Then I will teach you where to kick to make it hurt and what to be aware of.” She looks like she will become pretty when she grows up, so I will teach her where to kick a man, or woman who becomes too… touchy. A few broken arms and well-aimed kicks should show them the limits.

There is a bit over two weeks left, but there is so much I can teach her.

“Master?”

I cut off that line of thought and look at her, “Yes?”

“I lied to you,” she starts, and this time her voice sounds weak, but she is not using her skill to escape the emotions, “I don’t have a name, they always called me… things. The most common was…”

“No need to say more.” I interrupt. It’s clear that it’s not something nice.

“I’m sorry for lying that it is forbidden.”

“I don’t know… breaking our deal like that right away. Is that how you treat your master?”

“I’m sorry,” her voice becomes even weaker.

“So to punish you, I guess I will have to do something. Maybe I can give you a terrible name, right?”

She looks up, her eyes big and shaking.

“Maybe Pipsqueak? Or how about Minion? Nathaniela also doesn’t sound bad,” I wonder.

“Master?”

“We already have Biscuit and Noodle, so how about Mochi or Omelette?”

“I…”

Not letting her speak, I continue, “Vega… I will call you Vega. It’s decided and there is no room for argument.”

For a short moment her eyes water and cloud over, but she quickly blinks a few times and wipes them on her sleeve.

Poking her cheek I continue, “It has a little bit of meaning behind it, but for now you will have to suffer without knowing. Maybe I will tell you one day.”

The smile on her face is as big as I’ve ever seen. Gone are the calculating expressions and plays on my sympathy. The little half-demon just seems to be happy.

“I’m Vega?” she asks.

“Yes, because I said so. You can complain when you’re stronger.”

She wipes her eyes with her sleeve again, “Master is an asshole.”

“Yup.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Sooo, I made a big oopsie, and the name of the minion was mentioned in Chapter 279.

When I woke up and checked the chapter, it already had 3,000 views by the time I removed it.

I thought I had edited it out long ago, and I’m angry because it diminished the impact of today’s chapter for many of you. This is also one of my favorite chapters, so it annoys me that some of you couldn’t fully enjoy it the way I intended. 

No Patreon and Discord plug today; this dumb author doesn’t deserve it.

 

Have a nice weekend and see you next week!



                



Chapter 281 - That would suck


                I wonder how much my subclass affects my control over my mana, and even over my black mana.

Sure, it’s obvious that it helps, but my inability to measure it properly frustrates me. Is the effect stronger the more prideful I am? Is acting cocky boosting my control?

As always, the system likes to hide such information, and having had the subclass for months already, I find it hard to compare it to my prior efforts. The only obvious effect it has is on my mana constructs. My armor looks nice; the weapons seem well made too.

Great.

I look down at my arm as I finish drawing a set of temporary inscriptions made with mana conductive paint and etching them into my skin. It’s sort of a single-use temporary construct. Sort of. If I’m doing it properly, it should help me with the black mana.

I’ve been working on examining the black mana and trying to come up with a way to reduce the strain it puts on my body the moment I try to use it. I have multiple ideas, and one of them is changing the frequency of black mana to match mine. The problem here is that it changes constantly; that’s why I’ve created these inscriptions.

The inscriptions should help me with that, automating the process so I can focus on the rest. I already tried it a few times with tiny bits of black mana and so far it’s good, but I will know more after I scale things up.

I’ve more or less optimized them to fortify my body with black mana. Logically, strengthening my body with black mana and then using more for something else should work, but I’m sure the strengthening itself will strain my body. Even though it won’t affect me immediately, I’m sure it will be immense.

That’s why I’ll offset it with my healing passive. I’ve already cut off my pinkie, and it grew back after a few hours of generating thermal energy and sending it to the stump.

It’s not as good as Lily’s healing, but I can’t be picky, and I’m happy to even get that much, given how often I tend to lose my limbs.

“Master, I’m done,” Vega breathes heavily, and I remove the strain I’ve put on her with [Redistribution].

I’m making it harder for her to move just as Min-Jae did for me in an effort to strengthen her body. We also spend some of this time practicing some of the moves I learned back on Earth.

Having been released, she plops down next to me and examines the inscriptions covering my arms. I feel her senses examining it and allow her to do so.

“When will we reach the place you mentioned?” she asks.

“Sometime tomorrow. There is no need to hurry.”

Vega nods, “I already learned the crotch kick, master showed me. The one against people that touch me without my consent!” she chirps innocently.

“Good job, how about a mana orb?”

“Just really small ones, but I’m putting a lot of my stats into mana as master told me!”

Good, it’s all coming together! The goal is simple: to make her build similar to mine. Just the fact I have reached Beyond with it shows how versatile it is, and most of the monsters, other than end bosses, don’t really cause me any problems.

“I also want to let master know something about my trait,” she starts carefully, “I wanted to keep it to myself, just in case, and master never asked so I didn’t lie.”

When I gesture at her to continue, she breathes out in relief, “A lot of demons and some half-demons are born with one trait. I heard there are some humans too, but I don’t know why.”

Huh, even humans? Weren’t they limited to three traits? Are humans on her planet different, is there something else? Are they born with traits they can’t pick themselves?

“I think most of the demons start with their demon heart,” she says, “I have one too. Everyone has a different one.”

“What is a demon heart?”

“The system calls mine a kinetic demon heart. It’s weak and I was never really able to use it.”

Okay, is the system playing favorites here? First, humans start with 3 traits only, then there are some demons with 4 and some more ancient bloodlines with 5? And how is she even alive with a kinetic heart?

“Minion, how are you not dead?”

“My name is Vega, master,” she says proudly, “I’m too weak to use it, and I think it’s one of the weaker hearts.”

I call bullshit; there is no way a kinetic mana heart or kinetic demon heart is weak. I made my own and it’s not a trait, so I’m sure it doesn’t reach the system standards, it should be weaker than any trait would be. It’s annoying, but it would be straight-up silly if 3rd-floor Nathaniel managed to replicate a trait at full power. I mean, I like that weirdo and all, but I need to be realistic.

As for the heart not generating kinetic energy and killing my disciple, well, that much could be explained by it being a trait as well. Unlike my own experimental and janky version, hers would be made by the system so it wouldn’t make any sense if it killed her.

The other reason could be her low level.

“Minion…”

“It’s Vega.”

“Starting now, you ditch everything other than practicing [Mana Manipulation] at night. Spend the rest of your days trying to use your Kinetic Demon heart.”

“Yes!” she says eagerly, and then hesitates, “But how?”

How indeed.

I let my own heart generate some kinetic energy and then gesture for my disciple to turn around. Sitting in front of me, she turns her back to me and I put my hand on it, somewhere behind where her heart should be.

She is still low level, so even with her natural barrier trying to stop me from affecting her, it’s not hard for me to send the tiniest trickle of kinetic energy to her heart. Focusing on it, I can sense the movement of her lungs, heart, and other organs through their kinetic energy.

When I finally reach her heart, It seems to change its rhythm, as a bit more mana radiates from it.

My disciple doesn’t say anything as she concentrates and examines it with me.

I send a few weak pulses of kinetic energy to her heart, and after each one, its rhythm changes and takes in slightly more mana. I stop there. She should figure out the rest on her own. She needs to use her own head and effort. Otherwise, she might grow too reliant on me.

Vega doesn’t even react to me and continues to sit there, her eyes closed and focused on her heart.

Just in case, I place an anchor nearby and use [Perception] to keep an eye on her.

 



 

The building we are currently staying in is one of the tallest in the city and offers a sprawling view of the landscape. The top floor has no windows, and yet the vines’ reach even extends here. As always, most of the furniture is broken and rotted away, but I don’t mind it that much and just move towards a circular hole in the wall. The edges of this hole are extremely smooth, either caused by a skill or a weapon.

I sit with my legs hanging over the edge and I train in the same fashion as my disciple.

Slowly, I create an orb as big as my pinkie nail, and the orb turns black with specks of lights inside of it. [Mana Domain] encompasses it, and I slide deeper into [Focus].

As always, the black mana tries to fight me, but my trait activates as well, and I gradually force it under my control. Then I reach towards it, and my index finger touches it at the same time the inscriptions on my forearm light up. The black mana orb turns into a liquid or smoke-like substance and flows into my arm. As it does so, the inscriptions change their color, and it grows harder to control, but with such a small amount of mana, it is doable.

Over a minute, I let the black mana seep into the entirety of my body, and then, when I feel ready, I use it to strengthen my body. One of the first things I ever did with my mana.

It feels different than using normal mana. Much stronger. My muscles twitch and spasm while my passive activates and starts healing me. I concentrate even more and change my approach. [Infusion] activates as well, and I attempt to distribute things more evenly.

[Infusion - lvl 22 > Infusion - lvl 23]

Even then, with the inscriptions to help me, I feel the pressure on my body increase, and over the next few seconds, the black mana dissipates.

After it finally works its way out of my system, I observe the damage and it’s nothing to ignore.

I generate a bit more thermal energy and compress it, and the passive intensifies, gradually healing the wounds.

Well, the progress is there, but it will still take some time. I wonder what I’d need to use it without any restriction. A substantial increase in my Constitution? A passive with a rarity above epic, something like Mana Overload Absorption? Strengthening my Mana Circuit trait could help too.

Letting my body heal, I open the Community. As I type, I don’t even bother trying to write anything about the dangers of this floor. The system has been extremely aggressive with censorship lately.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - the system didn’t lie, disciples are really similar to us.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - yes! Mine has nearly the same skills as mine. The way he uses them is strange, so there is a lot for him to learn.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - mine said she likes my flames. She also tried to eat them.

Soph (Hell, group 4) - Izzy, just stay somewhere safe and train with her. Do not risk anything, okay?

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - yah, yah (>_<)

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - how is yours, Noname?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - She has similar skills and fights like me. Same as yours, there is a lot for her to learn, but the most important part is that she actually wants to and has a lot of enthusiasm.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - not gonna lie, she sounds scary.

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) - I bet in a few weeks she could beat your ass, TheStrongestOne.

NotDennis (Hell, group 4) - Yeah, if she is even a bit like Noname, lol.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Did you find out what happened to your disciples before they got summoned?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Hello, Noname and everyone else. It’s nice to see that you are here at the scheduled time. As for you, Noname, so far we’ve come to think that the disciples were close to death before they got summoned.

NotDennis (Hell, group 4) - Mine was about to be eaten by some monster.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - Mine too! She said some group attacked her village.

Knight (Hell, group 4) - Sorry for being late! Mine almost died as well; he got attacked and beaten by some noble asshole.

Maya finally joins as well. 

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - I had to heal mine; he was close to bleeding out.

Looking at what they are saying, I think I will have to ask my disciple as well.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Do you think they are real? The system said they were taken from a database.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - I wouldn’t be surprised if the system constantly updates that database, so they could easily be real. But that’s something we can’t say for sure for now.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - I don’t want mine to be fake.

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) - That would suck…

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Got to go, later.

I use an anchor to reappear next to Vega, just in time to grab her and stop her from hitting her head against the floor as she passes out. She is unconscious and breathing heavily. There is barely any mana left in her body, and she has a few wounds under her skin.

Her heart is beating differently now, like that of a small bird.

Piercing through her natural barrier, I reach towards it and absorb some of its energy, carefully slowing the pace down to a normal level. For a few minutes, I help it beat until It feels right and release my hold.

The young half-demon in my arms calms down as well, and the pained expression gradually disappears from her face.

Reflexively, she moves in her sleep and her small hands grab the hem of my clothes, pulling herself closer to me like a small animal looking for safety and warmth.

This time, I agree with Aaron. It would really suck if the disciples were fake.

            


Chapter 282 - Darren and Nina


                “Master?”

“Yes, minion?”

“Do we really have to meet these people? We’re ok by ourselves.”

Can you be proud of someone just for trying to be antisocial? Because damn, I am.

I’m already mentally preparing for having to deal with people. This time I’m severely weakened. There aren’t any extroverted members of Group 4 here to absorb most of the damage or who have a good match-up against extroverts.

Nope, this time it’s just me and my disciple who seems to have the same problem.

All of this is compounded by the fact that we’ve already spent over a week by ourselves, and neither of us speaks very much. That leaves 2 weeks left with my silly disciple and to maybe finish the side quests.

Locating the natives or survivors, as the system calls them in the side quests, should be the easiest one and maybe they can help me locate the Mirror. The reward for that one is listed as a series of question marks, and that interests me greatly.

Together we reach the part of the city where Darren told us to meet him, so I sit on a chunk of debris and, after observing me for a moment, my disciple does the same. She even mimics my expression and then we wait.

Straight away, I notice a dozen or so people surrounding us. None of them feels close to 200 and they don’t think I’ve noticed them yet. They proceed to carefully examine me. Not exactly me, they seem to be trying to sense how much mana I’m passively radiating and try to estimate my strength that way.

As always, I keep Mana Cycling running. Ever since Lissandra taught me, I’ve kept it up almost constantly. In combination with my Mantle, it almost fully stops the leak of my mana and it also constantly improves my control, even as my reserves grow.

In an attempt to avoid spooking them too much, I’ve been letting a bit of mana leak. Too little could seem as suspicious as leaking too much. I’m smart, am I not?

Even my disciple hasn’t noticed anything as she’s been scanning the area with her delicate senses, but that’s fine, we can work on that.

The strongest member of their group uses some weird skill and his voice speaks in my ear even though he hasn’t changed position.

“Are you the one Darren spoke with?” he asks.

I respond, with the password he gave me, “Zero, one, three, four.”

Only then does he use a skill to step out of the shadow, keeping his distance from me.

He speaks normally this time, “You are ten minutes late.”

[Shadow Whisperer - lvl 167]

“We did meet a few veilshriekers on the way here,” I answer as I observe him.

The man observes me as well and then nods.

“My name is Kaiden, please follow me.” This time he whispers again using the weird projection skill and a few more of his group members appear.

My disciple seems to be surprised and might even be thinking about how cool they are, but I have trouble taking them too seriously.

Am I the asshole here? I mean, they probably need to be skilled to survive here, scavenging for food and water while fighting monsters and avoiding the stronger ones like the Veil Guardian.

The moment they move, I follow them and when they speed up, I grab Vega and run with her in my arms.

She seems to dislike it, but I also notice that cheeky disciple of mine comfortably resting her head against my chest where my heart is.

“Any problem with my heart?” I ask.

The group speeds up even more and I use some of my mana to strengthen my body and slow down a bit so I don’t pass them. We run through the streets and occasionally hide in a building while we wait for a group of veilshriekers to pass.

“Master’s heart is strong,” Vega says to me.

“Is that a good thing?”

“Yes! Demon Hearts are important to demons and I heard the Hornless Demon has the strongest ever!”

“Oh really? What does it do?”

Her eyes shine at the prospect of telling me about her hero, “His heartbeat can be heard throughout the entire world when he gets angry, and only the human’s Bloody Hero has ever survived a fight with him!”

“Oh, that sounds cool.”

“Yes!” she nods and once again listens to my heart, “But I think master also has a strong heart, almost like a demon.”

Well, let’s not tell her that it’s only a cheap knock-off version of a trait, that it’s terribly inefficient in comparison to traits. And unlike traits, it can kill me much easier.

“Minion, I think you have a good heart as well,” I tell her and slide deeper into the shadows, waiting for Kaiden’s signal to continue.

“It’s Vega, master.” She seems to enjoy the compliment.

Kaiden gives the signal and I follow him out of the city.

We quickly move between the trees and he sends a few people to scout ahead. They return after a minute and we continue. We run for a minute longer until we reach a rocky hill with a small passage on the side, which we enter.

The light disappears as we proceed down a passage just wide enough for two people to walk side by side. We continue deeper into the hill and after a few twists and turns, we reach a chamber that appears to be heavily guarded and trapped.

My guides signal the guards and the traps deactivate.

“Quickly,” Kaiden says, and we pass through the location.

The same thing repeats a few more times until we reach a cave the size of a football stadium. It doesn’t seem to be natural, and its walls are extremely smooth, with a giant iron door lodged into the side of it. There are no circuits in it, no mana. It’s just a massive chunk of metal and it is currently closed.

As we move closer, we see a man and woman, surrounded by three guards. Once again I carefully leak some of my mana to avoid spooking them.

Man, that was such a good idea. Nathaniel the sneaky! Nathaniel yet another normal guy with totally normal mana.

“Nathaniel, it’s nice to meet you, I’m Darren.”

Darren has brown hair with a streak of gray in them. He is wearing old clothes like everyone else here, but they’re freshly ironed and free of holes. He doesn’t have any visible weapons, but his body is muscular and his fists look like those of someone used to punching things.

[Iron Vanguard - lvl 159]

To my surprise, his level is lower than that of Kaiden.

I ignore the fact that there are so many of them surrounding me, “Hey,” I answer simply.

Vega seems to be less pleased, and I can read it in her expression, even though she’s back to acting the way she was when we first met. Big eyes, a slightly scared expression, and making herself as small as possible.

That’s my girl.

“This is my right hand, Nina. I believe you’ve spoken with her before,” he introduces the woman next to him.

She is younger than him, maybe around thirty. But her expression is similar to Darren’s. They might even be relatives. Maybe his daughter? Unlike him, she has two swords on her waist.

[Ethereal Blade - lvl 189]

Interesting, maybe Nina is the real boss here?

“So, about my payment for the things I left to you guys,” I start.

“Yes, we will keep our side of the deal. I also apologize for the trouble with the esteemed healer. She can be…”

“A bit annoying,” Nina offers.

“We don’t talk about her like that, Nina.” Darren turns to me again, “I would like to invite you inside,” he gestures at the door behind him, “but we have rules.”

Does he not know that talking like that will only make me more curious? Should I force my way in? It wouldn’t be that difficult.

The moment I think about that, mana radiates from Darren as if he is preparing for a fight.

It seems to spook Nina and the guards around us, and everyone puts their hands on their weapons and raises up their mana as well.

I don’t even bother activating my skills and just look at him. “Any problem?” I ask.

“I…” he starts, and I notice his hand shaking, but he squeezes it into a fist until it stops. He then shakes his head, “Put your weapons away!” he orders.

Everyone seems to act confused, but they do as ordered.

Did he read my intentions? Some skill similar to Izzy’s [Empathy]? That doesn’t sound right; I would feel his touch on me. Maybe it’s something like Cipher’s skill? Some sort of cold reading information collection skill?

“I apologize for our rudeness,” he carefully searches for his words, even to Nina’s surprise.

“It’s fine.”

“Thank you. As you said, we still owe you, and we can offer food, maybe a rare item for your help,” he gestures, and one of the men steps forward.

He puts down a bag that contains enough dried meat to last an adult man for a few weeks, and there are even some bottles of water. Next to it, he puts down a rare cape that seems to have some kind of camouflage effect.

The way they present them seems to mark them as extremely valuable items, probably a show of goodwill and an attempt at building a relationship.

“I would rather ask for information instead if that’s okay with you. If you don’t want to answer, I can take the items.” If they refuse to answer, I will force them to do so. I won’t kill anyone or damage their home; there’s no need for that. Just a show of power seems to be enough.

To my fascination, Darren seems to read my intention, and even though he tries to hide it, his hand starts shaking again.

How amusing. Now I really want to mess with them. Should I release my mana a bit?

Before I do anything, Darren hurriedly speaks, “Yes, we can do that as well,” he forces himself to answer calmly.

Nina seems to notice that, and her eyes examine me again. I see her hand sliding closer to her swords.

“Do you know anything about the Mirror?” I ask.

Darren puts his hand on Nina and stops her from drawing her sword. After another signal, everyone else around does the same.

A long sigh escapes his mouth, “The Mirror is a relic of the past and we’ve been trying to locate it for a long time. The encrypted mana stone you helped us to retrieve did contain information on it, as well as its location.”

Oh, lucky me.

“So, where is the problem?” I ask.

“The Mirror is to the north, in the Valley overseen by the Bastion.” The way he says it sounds like that should explain everything.

“Darren, tell me like I’m five and know nothing about this place. What the hell is the Mirror, what is the Bastion, and what’s with the Valley? Keep it simple, okay?”

A few of them don’t seem to like the way I talk to them, but it’s not like I’m rude.

Just in case, I check my disciple, and she looks at me like I’m some sort of hero. I also notice the way she mirrors my expression, and stance, and even looks around similarly.

Damn it, is this Min-Jae syndrome? Why do these weirdos keep doing this?

“Put simply? The Mirror is, as I said, a relic of the past. An item spoken of in legends, yet we are unsure of what it does, but it’s likely to be an extremely powerful artifact. The Bastion is the most secure place we have knowledge of, the remains of the past with working defensive mechanisms and other things left behind by our ancestors. The Valley is, well, the Valley; it’s a place with extremely dense mana radiation. People die just from coming too close to it. No one from us knows more.”

Well, that’s simple enough.

“Okay, we can stay in touch. I just need a map or something to lead me to the Bastion and the Valley.”

Darren nods and I feel my mood improving. Damn, I’m getting better and better at dealing with people.

 







 

POV Nina

The young man continues speaking with my father, and I do not take my eyes off him, not even for a second. For now, I decide to trust my father and not send the signal to attack.

The man called Nathaniel seems to notice, and when I meet his two differently colored eyes, I feel my body shudder. His stance remains extremely relaxed the entire time. I keep looking for a hint of a battle stance or defensive one, but I see no such thing.

Surrounded by all of us, he doesn’t even seem to mind. But the most scary thing is the way he radiates his mana.

I would be less scared if he was radiating it in waves strong enough to drown me, or if I couldn’t sense it at all.

No, what he’s doing is much more terrifying. The mana leaks from his body in perfect dispersion. The exact same amount of mana radiates from his arm as from his leg, chest, or head.

I can’t even fathom the amount of control that requires or the reason he has for doing such a thing.

The little girl by his side seems to be one of the unlucky human mutants, seeing her red eyes and horns, meanwhile her expression matches that of the young man.

When he finally leaves, I feel my body and mind relax and immediately order a few men to make sure he left and left nothing behind.

“What happened?” I ask my father.

“We were lucky, very lucky. Nina, if you ever deal with him in the future, be respectful, be direct, and never attack him first.”

“Father, explain properly.”

“I used my [Intuition] a few times, Nina. That person did think about fighting us multiple times and even getting into the Sanctuary. He even noticed my skill and kept thinking about forcing his way into the Sanctuary just for the sake of it. Always a half-step away from actually doing it.”

“Do you think he is someone from before the war?”

“I think so. He is strong enough to be of that generation.”











            


Chapter 283 - My disciple is the coolest


                A few new side quests popped up:

 

Side quest: Find out what’s happening in the Sanctuary

Reward: 1000 shards

 



Side quest: Help survivors

Reward: 1000 shards

 



Side quest: Find out the cause of high mana levels in the Valley

Reward: Mid-epic piece of equipment

 



Side quest: Reach the Bastion

Reward: Food and water supplies

 



Side quest: Reach level 250

Reward: Body strengthening

 



Congratulations, you have located the survivors! The moment you confirm, you will receive your rewards - food and water supplies.

 



Goddamnit, the amount of side quests I’m getting is quite something. The rewards also seem unusually nice. The best one obviously is the body strengthening for reaching level 250. Gimme, right now.

Looking at my level, which is currently 217, and with a disciple to take care of, I would be surprised if I was able to reach it during this floor, especially since the leveling speed slowed down. But hey, it’s nice to have something to work toward too.

So, the question now is, will I head towards the Valley and Bastion, or stay here and finish some side quests in the area while leveling my disciple and helping survivors? I mean, the time seems to be limited, with only 2 weeks remaining. Suspiciously limited, so I wonder if there are really only 2 weeks left.

I can’t really confirm or deny my doubts, I can only wait and see.

Another problem is that in games, you often can leave the quest for later and return to do it after killing the last boss. But this isn’t a game. What if I go to the Valley and Bastion and the survivors and Sanctuary get destroyed in the meantime?

The quests clearly say to find out what’s happening there, and I don’t think the objective would be to locate where all the cute little kittens are coming from or who is stealing all the socks.

“Minion, I’m annoyed,” I complain.

“Are we going back to kill them then?”

“What!? No!”

“I’m sorry master, I thought these people annoyed you as well. Do you want to beat them up and leave them alive?”

Isn’t this little half-demon a bit scary? I mean, she is cute, so I can forgive her for saying that, but she doesn’t seem to be joking.

“Disciple,” I start seriously, “you can’t kill people for being annoying. Even if you could, there wouldn’t be anyone left.” As I share my wisdom, she looks at me, eyes wide open, and listens to my words like they’re gospel.

“Even if they’re rude? Don’t all strong people kill because of that?”

I hesitate for a moment, and she seems to notice that, but I quickly answer before she says something silly, “On a scale from 1 to 10, with 10 being super rude, they were only around a 2.”

“Really?”

“Yes, didn’t you think they were cute when they got scared or seemed like they wanted to fight?” I really mean it. I sensed no real threat from them, and they meant us no harm. They just wanted to protect themselves and their friends.

All as I hid my full power with my skillful application of mana. Damn, I’m still proud of that.

“I don’t know…” Vega says carefully.

“It’s fine to not know, you will learn. In the end, their primary objective wasn’t to hurt us or trick us; they just wanted to protect themselves. You shouldn’t trust them, but you can’t really fault anyone for that as long as they don’t hurt you or your friends.”

“I think I understand now, master!”

“Good! As expected of my minion!”

“I’m Vega, not minion.”

“Anyway, you are getting distracted and your detection slipped up four times during our conversation. Move your mana…”

 







 

Vega falls asleep, barely able to stand at this point. She is bleeding from her nose, her muscles are sore, and there’s barely any mana left in her body.

Another round of harsh training is behind us.

It’s getting harder for me to force her through such harsh training, but every time I push those feelings away.

My disciple, like me, seems to understand the price of getting stronger and the value of hard work. She pushes herself to the point of injury. However, I’m here, intervening by either disrupting her mana or infusing her with my own to strengthen her.

I’m doing it even now.

Lately, I have also started experimenting with changing my mana to match hers. It’s all thanks to my Mana Wavelength Irises and [Resonance]. I know there are dozens of different, more destructive ways I could use [Resonance], but lately, I’ve found myself experimenting with changing mana frequencies.

So, I did that with my own mana and tried to match it to Vega’s before I infused her body with it in an effort to alleviate her pain and keep her strengthened for quicker healing. It’s more difficult than expected, and I think I’m still missing something even with my eyes, but it is a step forward.

Using [Resonance] this way feels weirdly rewarding and comfortable, and I think it’s similar to Sophie’s situation.

Sophie has a skill called [Manipulation], and it’s clearly one of the most powerful skills in group 4. It should allow her to manipulate mana, fire, water, stone, heck, maybe even manipulate time or Primordial energies at a higher level. Yet, Sophie herself confirmed that she feels strongest when she’s using it to manipulate monsters or other beings, such as humans. She is still capable of manipulating other stuff, but that is not where her skill’s strength lies.

It’s the same case with me and [Resonance], or the twins with [Connection], it should do more than allow us to communicate through their link.

Once Vega recovers, I stop infusing her body and leave a few mana orbs and an anchor nearby, just in case someone attacks. Then I move a bit further so I won’t kill her with a sudden burst of mana.

Once again, I create a small orb that I [Focus] and compress until it becomes pitch black, even darker than the surrounding night in the forest where we camp sheltered by trees.

As always, it fights against me, trying to dominate and absorb more of my mana, but I use the inscriptions on my right arm to help me with the process and absorb it into my body. I control it, force it under my will, and activate the inscriptions. My trait activates, and I see that hidden and beautiful world full of mana. In combination with [Focus], the world has been reduced to shades of black and white enveloped in a deathly quiet, and the only color comes in vibrant shades of mana.

Then I create a dagger with [Regalia] and use black mana to make the dagger even stronger.

For a moment, the dagger in my hand starts to compress, changing, not into a blade of black mana that absorbs all other mana, no, this is something else.

The next moment, the dagger explodes.

My right arm is deeply gouged, as shards of the exploded dagger cut through flesh and bone. The explosion strips skin and flesh from my arm, mangling it, and nearly tearing it off.

As I look at the piece of flesh and bone that remains, I wonder what happened. Was it too strong? It shouldn’t be, right? I already made an orb and other stuff made of only black mana, so using it to power [Regalia] shouldn’t cause that, right? It should only create a stronger version of it.

I send my mana into my heart, and it starts beating louder, working as a medium and turning my mana into thermal energy. That activates my passive, and a warm feeling fills my arm, slowly restoring it.

It will take at least a few hours to restore it, unfortunately.

Soft steps sound behind me, and knowing about them, I warn my disciple, “Don’t come too close, you will get hurt.”

The amount of thermal energy I’m releasing is enough to burn her alive at her level. Sure, I’m controlling it and trying to keep as much inside of my body as I can, but I’m not going to test it. The little half-demon nods and sits in place. Her eyes are on the mangled and bloodied remains of my right arm.

“Does it hurt?” she asks.

“Quite a bit,” I nod.

She then tests me, “Why are you doing it when it hurts?”

Cheeky little thing.

I still answer her honestly, “Both of us know why.”

“Master is as dumb as I am,” she nods profoundly.

“Look, there are better words for it, maybe determined.”

“Dumb.”

“Or decisive, and resolute.”

“Master is dumb. The same as me.”

Goddamnit.

“Listen here, you little jerk. Aren’t you getting too cheeky lately?”

“I do it only because master prefers for me to be honest,” she says shamelessly. For a moment, I could swear I saw a smug smile cross her face.

She is not wrong, but why am I getting bullied here?

I activate [Redistribution] and grab hold of her, not allowing her to move. “You seem to have healed a bit, so strengthen your body and escape my hold, or try to fight against it.”

I don’t use much mana in an effort to make it remotely possible for her, “You can apologize for calling me dumb, and I will let you go, you dumbass minion.”

She tries to say something, but she can’t because my skill won’t allow her to do so.

“Oh sorry, I didn’t realize that,” I tease her, “Just blink three times quickly in a row, and I will let you go.” Then I continue healing my arm while examining the thermal energy doing so.

Vega doesn’t blink three times in a row, and by the time morning comes, she strengthens her body enough to escape my skill. Due to the pressure I’m putting on her, she cracks a few bones and bruises her body, but even that doesn’t stop her.

 







 

Noname (Hell, group 4) - My disciple is the coolest.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - No! Seneca is the coolest!

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Nah, Vega would wipe the floor with your Seneca. She is cool as heck.

Knight (Hell, group 4) - My disciple is really good too! He’s from a royal family or something, so I have him teaching me some of the basic swordsmanship they drilled into him.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - Noname, only one month left until the tournament! Are you excited too?

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) - Isn’t that a dumb question? I’m sure he’s already prepared to mess up Savant.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - Oh, that’s true. Savant and that other guy, Gareth, are probably super strong. But other than them, I will make sure to beat everyone! Well… maybe not Sset… and Grumpy…

Knight (Hell, group 4) - That’s cheeky of you, boy. Are you sure you could even beat me? I got quite a bit stronger.

Maya starts teasing Min-Jae, and I already know it won’t end well for the boy.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - Ha! You have no chance! I can control my eye much better. I’m sorry, but you are going down.

NotDennis (Hell, group 4) - Damn, Knight, are you going to let him talk to you like that?

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) - Maybe she’s scared of him.

Both of the twins try to add fuel to the fire.

Knight (Hell, group 4) - And how would you defeat me, oh, TheStrongestOne? By staring at my cleavage when you think I’m not looking?

Min-Jae immediately stops responding.

Nice attack, Maya, calculating and knowing where it will hurt the shy boy the most.

Knight (Hell, group 4) - Next you will say something about community limit and leave.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - I have to go, community limit!

The messages appear a split second apart.

Damn, that’s brutal, I almost feel sorry for the boy.

NotDennis (Hell, group 4) - Brutal.

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) - Knight, please stop, he is already dead.

After that, no messages come from the young boy.

I turn off the Community and look at the massive pile of food and big leather bags filled with water. There is enough food and water to last a group of 10 people for months. It’s my reward for locating survivors.

With a sigh, I activate the transmitter, (Darren? Let’s meet again, I have some stuff for you.)

It looks like I need to find out what’s happening with the Sanctuary first.







            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey, shoutout time! This time it´s to Ashborn Primordial by Vowron and his Amazon launch.



[image: image]



If he hopes to survive, he must discover a whole new kind of magic.



Ekavir is a hardworking lumberjack’s son. It isn’t his fault crows speak in eldritch voices when he walks through the forest, or that his blood-red eyes leave the village kids shaking in their shoes.



He might be the latest incarnation of a dreaded god known as the Primordial, but he never asked for that. He doesn’t even know.



When knights arrive hunting for the Ender of Realms, Vir loses his idyllic life along with his chance to be anything else. To grow strong enough to survive, he’ll have to become the Primordial.



There’s just one problem: Vir can’t do magic. Not even the simplest spells to light a fire or conjure a breeze.



To take back control of his destiny, Vir will have to find a new kind of magic. He’ll have to forge his own path, and he’ll have to do it while running, fighting, and clawing for survival.



It might be that Vir is destined to live out his days without magic…Or maybe his brand of magic just defies all the known rules.



                



Chapter 284 - The Sanctuary


                Once again, we stand in front of the massive iron door leading to what I can only guess is a bunker, also known as the Sanctuary.

Darren keeps looking between me and the pile of food and water on the ground.

The entire time, I keep [Redistribution] on Vega so she can try to fight against it, as I disrupt her mana to up the difficulty for her.

Even though we are not leveling right now, she is raising the levels of her skills, and my intention is to help her learn how to recreate the effect of my Mantle. Making sure she can maintain control of her mana is a higher priority than raising her level.

Vega is getting hurt, and blood leaks from tears in her skin, as more blood flows from her nose, earning me a few weird looks.

“It’s not poisoned or anything,” I tell Darren when he stays too silent.

“I know that it most likely isn’t, and we can check for and remove the poison if needed. I just can’t understand where you got it from, and I’m sure you won’t tell me even if I ask.”

He looks towards me and I nod, confirming his suspicion, then I increase the pressure on Vega as she starts to get the hang of fighting my skills. Did she level up her skills?

“I like to be honest, Darren, and I don’t like it when things become tedious or take too long. I know you likely have some trouble within the Sanctuary, and I want you to let me in.”

“You realize what you are asking for, right? There are a lot of weaker people we are protecting, our families, and our kids. We don’t even know you.”

“And you realize that in the worst case, I can get inside on my own. Usually, I wouldn’t mind taking some time to ‘prove’ myself, but I don’t have the luxury.”

Nina, who once again stands by Darren’s side, touches her sword, and our eyes meet.

“Don’t,” Darren warns her and turns back to me. For a second, he glances at my disciple next to me and then back, “Do I have your word, Nathaniel?”

“Kind of? If you guys attack me or my disciple, I will fight back.”

“That much is reasonable.”

“Father…” Nina leans closer and whispers something into Darren’s ear, but he shakes his head.

He reaches into one of his pockets and pulls out a mana stone. He activates it, and sends a signal somewhere behind the giant circular iron door.

The massive door emits a few cracking noises before opening in a slow, smooth motion. There doesn’t seem to be any mana involved at all, its motion powered by the combined strength of multiple men and women pushing it from inside.

They only open the door part-way, and when Darren gestures to me, I release some of the pressure I’m putting on Vega and continue to disrupt her mana. We follow behind him, along with a dozen guards and Nina, some of them taking a moment to grab the supplies I left outside.

“Welcome to the Sanctuary.”

We enter into a rough circular tunnel filled with buildings made out of wood, mostly, which mostly seem to act as a space for the guards to rest. We get a few surprised looks as we pass by them, and the men on duty pull a series of ropes to close the door behind us.

The inside of the tunnel is made out of stone with gray veins of iron running through it. It reminds me of the gray stone from the 4th floor, the one used for the tunnels and orbital base. It’s not like the material is the same, but the iron veins seem to be strengthening it, and when I send mana toward it, I sense channels gouged through that are empty and void of mana. The iron itself seems to serve as durable and mana-resistant shielding.

We delve deeper into the long, straight tunnel, taking us deeper underground. Some channels seem to have been cut into the stone to help with flooding.

I reach out and touch the walls, they are rougher than the floor, almost as if they were carved out in a hurry.

“Did your group build the Sanctuary?” I ask.

Darren shakes his head, “The Sanctuary is older than anyone alive. From what we know, it was a bunker built long before the war, left abandoned and unused. Our ancestors came up with better types of bunkers, and the Sanctuary was considered to be obsolete. Some of the survivors found it after the war.”

I listen carefully to what he says, and I can’t help but feel a tingle of curiosity and excitement. I can’t explain it properly, but this feels like fun. Even back on Earth, I liked the videos of people delving into old buildings and exploring them, or visiting bunkers from the World War era. There is something creepy, and exceedingly fascinating about them.

“How old is the bunker, and when did the war start and end? Also, who fought in that war? And don’t ask me why I’m asking.”

Darren closes his mouth in the middle of the question.

Nina answers instead, “We estimate it’s around 120 years old. The war against the Veil started around 100 years ago and mostly ended around 99 years ago. For the rest of the 99 years, the Veil has been trying to wipe out what remains while fighting the monsters.”

I don’t even have to ask another question, as Nina continues, “The Veil is the creation of the guild of enchanters. Something meant to protect our cities and help us with our war against the monsters. We don’t know what happened, but the Veil turned against us and wiped out most of humanity within days of their activation.”

We stop in front of yet another circular iron door. This one is smaller than the last, but still three times taller than me. Darren sends a signal, and we wait for them to open.

“Thankfully, the monsters used the opportunity and attacked too, and that split the Veil along both fronts. That’s probably the only reason there were any survivors.”

I ask, “And the monsters, what are they?”

“They are just monsters… There isn’t any one species of them, there are dozens. We believe there are a few really strong monsters either dominating or manipulating the others into attacking us. The monsters came here around 120 years ago and took over some territory in an event known as The Pairing.”

Huh, that’s interesting. So Pairings can happen even in worlds dominated by monsters? Or is it something else? Is it another race they just consider to be monsters? Or are the monsters just weapons of war, once used by another race, like the Colony and the Living Tree that the lynthari created?

I partially expect my quest to learn about the fall of this planet to be completed, but nothing happens. Obviously, that would be too easy.

The door finally opens, and we continue walking deeper, the floor narrowing and descending into stairs. The echo of our steps starts to change, and we have more light as well. In the distance, I can hear voices and other sounds.

Soon enough, the cave opens up in front of us, and Vega loses her concentration, but I let it slide this time and stop disrupting her mana.

The cave, if I can call it that, is a perfect arch with smooth walls, with a mana crystal at the top of the dome. That crystal emits a gentle orange light that lights up the entire cave. A wide variety of buildings litter the cavern. The oldest towers and buildings appear to have been carved from a single block of stone..

In between those buildings, are houses made out of wood and bricks, as people weave through the alleys and streets as they go about their business. I estimate there are somewhere between a few hundred, and a few thousand people. Plenty of them are under level 20, and there are a lot of kids as well.

The Sanctuary seems to be a city of survivors, and even now, I can’t find anyone stronger than me. That explains why Darren was so worried.

“Master?”

“Yes?”

“You can continue,” my disciple says.

I nod and renew my attempts to disrupt her mana.

“Where do you get water and food from?” I ask.

Darren seems relieved, seeing my reaction, or lack of it. Did he expect me to murder everyone or something? Well, I can’t even be mad. It’s fine to be so paranoid when you have so many people relying on you.

“There are some old facilities we were able to reactivate and power. A few smaller gardens and a filtration system. We mostly get our water from the outside and use filtration to get rid of the poison.”

“That must take quite a while to get enough water for so many people.”

He nods, “It’s nonstop work and dangerous too. There is a small aquifer that slowly fills, but we only use a small part of it. We also keep it replenished in case we would need to. Then we also hunt animals and have people that can get the poison out of their meat.”

It still sounds suspicious, even if they did have enough strong people to bring the water, it would be a goddamn hard task. Do they have items like my Aqua Arcanum Vial? Something able to contain more water than its size should allow?

“So, what is the problem you have down here?”

Darren exchanges a quick look with Nina, and she steps ahead, “I will be your guide and tell you as much as we can. Father has work to do.”

“That’s fine with me.”

“I’m glad, I will see you later tonight.” Darren then quickly leaves, followed by a few of his men.

The moment he leaves, Nina turns to me, “I don’t trust you.”

“Okay.”

Taken aback after my answer she continues after a moment, “I trust father, but he is getting less decisive as he grows older and has more people to take care of. I believe we could fight you.”

My silly disciple once again stops focusing, and to punish her, I send a bit more mana towards her. Like a slap on the wrist.

“You should have done that outside then,” I respond.

“Yes, maybe I should have,” she doesn’t seem to be overly antagonistic, just the hotheaded type that doesn’t like to hold in their feelings.

A common variation of the extrovert class.

“I would like to see your filtration systems. I have some water with me and would like to see how it works,” to prove it, I pull out my epic Aqua Arcanum Vial.

“So you also have a water storage item,” Nina looks at it and then back to me. “We can do that.”

I follow behind her, and the guards follow us as well.

“How much water can it store? Looking at its shape, it’s at least upper uncommon or maybe low rare? Ours are usually bigger, and the compression isn’t that good, but since we can’t fix damaged ones, we keep using them.”

I avoid answering her question, “You also said you were able to activate only some of the facilities?”

“Yes, there are many more, but oftentimes we don’t even know what they were used for. We don’t have enough mana to start some or enough skill to fix the others. And yes, before you ask, I can show you some. They don’t work anyways, so it’s fine.”

We pass through the streets of the city, and I start noticing that most people tend to wear homemade clothes, similar colors, and styles. They are fairly thin, but not overly so, and seem to be at least somewhat taken care of.

They greet Nina and her guards with a smile, and my guides return them. For a moment, their faces become less tense.

I glance back at Vega and notice that she is looking around with a suspicious expression. Her body is tense, and her mana is radiating, ready to fight. She twitches every time someone makes an unexpected movement and keeps searching for escape routes.

Her expression is colder than it was when we were on our own. She still tries to put on the mask to look innocent and defenseless, but it feels fake. A big difference from the relaxed behavior she exhibits around me.

I also notice that people don’t seem to care about her red eyes or horns. Either her appearance is somewhat normal or it’s the work of the system.

Pushing through the streets, Nina leads me towards the edge of the cave where we enter another tunnel, though it’s much smaller this time. It’s still wide enough for multiple people to walk side by side and better lit. Passing by a few men and women who seem to be working, we reach another cave, smaller than the main cavern, but still sizable, with the same domed construction.

“This is one of our unused filtration plants. You just need to pour the water you have into the tank, close it, and then send your mana through the control device.” As if challenging me, she continues, “Do you think you can do that?”

The smile that flashes across her face tells me that it’s a bit harder than she lets on. Perhaps she expects me to falter once or twice, or perhaps she is trying to use reverse psychology on me.

The filtration tank is under the floor. It seems to be really long and narrow. Like a wide tube. At the bottom, I can sense some inscriptions and other things that seem to help with the filtration.

Out of that tube comes another that leads into the transparent tank in the wall that seems to store filtered water. This one is much bigger and empty. Next to that, is the control panel Nina pointed out. Little more than a piece of iron with some inscriptions and a few mana stones, all connected to the tank under the ground.

I take out the vial and, while looking at Nina, start pouring the water inside.

At first, she is smiling as she watches the water trickle down.

Then I control the item and increase the pressure, causing much more water to flow through.

Her expression turns to confusion, and when I continue for a minute, it turns to shock.

When I finally stop, the tank, which is probably big enough to fill a swimming pool, is full. The remaining water in my vial is multiple times that.

Nina becomes even quieter when I put my hand on the control panel and activate it, avoiding any broken inscriptions.

A soft hum fills the room, and the water under the floor starts going through the filtration system, fed by my mana. That water moves through the tubes and flows into the giant glass tank that encompasses the entire wall and goes deep into the stone.

I make a few changes to the way I use my mana and find a few slightly hidden mechanisms in the control panel, turning off a few invisible switches. The drain on my mana dramatically increases, but the water starts filling the tank much faster. It pours from the tubes and inside of the tank like a series of waterfalls, quickly filling it within a few minutes.

Vega, noticing how much I’m enjoying this, pulls on my clothes, “Asshole,” she whispers so only I can hear.

What are you, Biscuit’s disciple?

            


Chapter 285 - Old Facility


                “We haven’t been using the tank you filled because it’s too big and requires too much mana to operate. It’s one of the older ones too, so it’s not very efficient.”

I listen to Darren and then answer, “Yeah, I noticed. The inscriptions were quite bad.”

He keeps staring at me.

What? It’s getting creepy. Should I tell him I’m not into men or something? Does he want money from me?

“Nathaniel…”

“Yes, that’s my name.”

“The tank you filled should be able to supply us with water for half a year, and if we use it for showers, watering plants, and other stuff, it will still last for months. Do you even realize how much help you’ve been?”

“If you have a few more tanks like that, I can fill them too. Maybe four or five?” As I say that, Darren just opens and closes his mouth like a goldfish. Yet out of all the people surrounding me, he seems to be the least surprised.

The annoying part is that this kind of help still hasn’t completed the quest, but I guess that much is to be expected. The reward is 1,000 shards, filling one tank with water won’t be enough.

“I will fill five more and then I will take all filtered water from the last one for myself,” I offer. That amount of water should be able to last quite some time.

Something tells me that using an epic item as a glorified water flask would make some people beyond shocked.

I take the opportunity to ask for more, “I also want to see the other facilities, the ones you guys were unable to activate.”

“W-why would you help us so much?” Darren’s voice sounds moved, and I notice that some other people are close to crying.

Huh?

“I feel bad for being so suspicious of you. I apologize…”

What? Why is he talking like that and why are they looking at me? It’s creeping me out. I just want to finish the quest and check out some cool facilities.

“Such a good man. So people like that still exist,” someone else whispers.

I can’t understand. It’s just a bit of water.

Well, whatever.

 







 

After filling five more big tanks and taking one for myself, I’m being led through the city by Nina once again. A few people already seem to know what’s happening, so a crowd has gathered, cheering and trying to swarm me.

Vega doesn’t seem to like it either and moves closer to me, her body twitching at every loud noise and sudden movement. Nina seems to notice and guides us down roads with fewer people, and she even sends some orders into the transmitter.

After she puts the transmitter away, she looks at me, “You probably still don’t realize how much this means to us. There are days when we barely drink water because groups sent to collect it had to avoid the monsters. There is also constant worry that some of the water collectors will die, and they do sometimes. I don’t think there’s a single family that doesn’t know a water collector who died or isn’t worried about someone they know.”

When she says it like that, it really gives me a new perspective.

Eventually, we come to a door embedded in the wall of the main cave. There are already a few men removing some sort of barricade.

Seeing what I’m looking at, Nina explains, “This door leads to one of the older parts of the Sanctuary, and we have long since blocked them. Once every few years we go in there to see if there’s anything we can do.”

Damn, is she some sort of hype woman? It’s looking more and more interesting by the second, and I’m starting to forget where we are.

“Master…” a small voice whispers next to me.

Oh. I come back to myself and start disrupting my disciple’s mana again. Vega fights against it and, even though I’m limiting my output, she gets slightly hurt every time she tries to manipulate her mana too wildly. There are already dozens of small wounds all over her body, but she doesn’t seem to mind at all. Every time she gets hurt, she only tries harder and rarely repeats the same mistake twice.

I thought she would hate me or treat me differently, I’m hurting her, am I not? I was prepared for that and even expected it. Part of me even wanted it to be that way, it would have made the end of the floor easier. Yet, the little half-demon weirdo doesn’t seem to hold it against me, she even seems thankful.

Nina had long since noticed our activities, but this time she turns to me, “Isn’t that sort of training cruel?”

Both me and Vega look at her, confused.

“There are other ways to do it. I don’t want to jump in between a master and their disciple, but this way seems to be painful.”

“Yes…?” I say carefully. I mean, sure, it is painful, but that much is fine, isn’t it? When I look at Vega, she seems to agree and her expression matches my own.

Seeing that her men still aren’t done with removing the barricades, Nina turns back to me, “You could teach her more theory first and gradually work up to it. She is really young, there is no need to cause her so much pain.”

Vega answers in my stead, “Master is much stronger than you,” she says simply. As if that single sentence explains everything.

Something tells me that Vega isn’t talking about levels or skills.

“Nina, we are done!” One of the men finally shouts, and Nina turns to him.

I notice as Vega shakes her head, seemingly disappointed that she must deal with such stupid people.

Isn’t my first disciple just lovable?

Nina uses a key to unlock another circular iron door; though this one is only twice my height. Even after years of disuse, it opens smoothly, and they send some glowing orbs made out of a glass-like material ahead of us. Entering, I notice the vents on the ceiling that, unlike the other vents in the bunker, are not so well hidden.

Even though this part hasn’t been used for a long time, the air here doesn’t feel any different from the air in the main cave. The only big differences are the layers of dust and the slight drop in temperature. The lack of people also creates a different feeling.

We pass through a short tunnel and enter a big room. The room is big enough to fit an entire house inside, and that’s it. There are no more tunnels, no doors or rooms. Just this perfect dome.

The floor is covered in inscriptions, and they span parts of the walls as well. 

The room itself seems to be separated into multiple parts. One section is occupied by pillars made of mana crystals. Another section has a hole in the floor and the third section contains several tables and items made of iron and stone. Most of the things inside are connected with inscriptions.

Lastly, there is a mana stone in the ceiling, similar to the one in the main cave that mimics the sun.

It’s quiet, there is dust. The technology, mana tech, inscriptions, whatever you might call it, are over a hundred years old. Left behind and hidden down in the darkness of this bunker they call the Sanctuary.

Nina says something, but I’m already ignoring her as I reach the part of the room with pillars made of mana crystals. They are light blue and partially transparent, six of them, each multiple times taller than me. They are lined up in a circle and in the middle of that circle is an iron panel with a brilliant mana stone embedded into it.

I grab a mana stone from my pocket and throw it to Vega, “Train on your own for a while.”

Then I disrupt the annoying glass orbs the natives are using. The color of their light has an irritating quality and they flicker. The orbs fall to the ground. In their place, I create a dozen large thermal orbs that start releasing an even and cozy orange light. I add more thermal energy to them and then send them to float around the perimeter of the room.

I generate a tiny bit of kinetic energy and release it, blasting away dust in front of me.

Someone starts coughing and probably cursing, but I ignore them.

When I touch the panel, I activate my eyes and thermal energy to feed my healing passive. A few of my skills activate at the same moment and I start examining the inscriptions. There are so many more of them than I expected. All intertwined with each other and each has a different sort of function. Some lead to the floor, others towards the pillars, and still more to the ceiling.

“It’s probably a control panel, but our theory is that it needs an immense amount of mana to jumpstart—all at once, not gradually. One of our enchanters said that it needs to clear out the circuits. Another one said….”

Nina continues to ramble, but I filter her out.

Well, her enchanters kind of suck. Even Elydor could figure it out, damn, I miss the man.

This facility isn’t efficient at all and it’s likely just as Nina said. It’s one of the older ones they built quickly and left behind. Old technology. As if someone found a bunker from the World Wars.

The problem is that it needs a certain amount of mana to operate. That’s because that mana is used to power all the functions of this facility at once, that’s why you need that much of it. Even keeping it idle requires quite a bit and for people not even close to level 200, it’s too much.

If you feed it mana gradually it will use it up before you can reactivate it and switch over to idle mode.

I start collecting mana inside my body and look around the room. I take a few deep breaths.

Am I childish to be excited by this kind of stuff? Probably a bit, but who cares? It’s fun.

“Minion.”

“I’m Vega.”

“How is your progress?”

“There is a part that is really difficult, the one with a twist at the end.”

Oh, I remember that one, “What’s the problem with it?”

“It’s hard to… twist mana that way? It’s always slipping by.”

“That’s weird, minion, that twist is similar to the pathway you are using to strengthen your feet.”

“What?” Vega looks up at me, her red eyes full of surprise.

“The stone I gave you should help to improve the strengthening of your body through the Mana Circuit trait you got. Especially the legs and feet. I also noticed that you stopped sensing your surroundings when you got the stone.”

“I…”

“You?”

“It’s my fault.”

I check the amount of mana I hold now and it seems to be enough, but before using it I turn to Vega, “It’s fine if you are curious, but even though this feels safe, don’t forget where we are. We don’t know these people and no matter how nice they are right now, they may turn against us. We are just strangers they’ve known for a few days. This place feels safe but this world is dangerous and can change anytime.”

I myself keep sending my senses as far as I can, no matter what I do and how much I concentrate on other tasks. This is Hell difficulty and even though there are times when it is safe, danger always lurks around the corner.

“You tend to rely on me at times and that’s okay in moderation. But disciple, I won’t be here all the time. Always expect the worst and danger right behind the corner. Try to be somewhat polite even to people weaker than you, but always expect them to stab you in the back.”

“But master, isn’t it hard? Being nice to people?”

“Of course it is hard. It is very hard, but what isn’t? Not that long ago I was a lot meaner and cruel and it was easy, but at the same time, it felt… off. I try to be different now, not because I’m being forced to or because of the way I was raised. I do it because I want to.”

I grab her tiny horn and use it to shake her head gently, “I might regret this decision later, I might even change my mind. But if I do regret it, I will be the only person to blame, because it was my decision. Oh, and there is also an exception to acting nice. If someone betrays you or hurts you or people you care about, show no mercy. Fuck them up and stomp what remains into the ground.”

“Master is amazing.” Vega doesn’t even try to make me let go of her horn and her eyes are full of admiration.

Such a weird half-demon.

“I am, am I not? So, my first disciple Vega, do you want to make your master look bad?”

“No!” She shakes her head and kicks my shin. She strengthens her body to do so, yet there is still barely any damage.

When I let go of her she returns her focus to the stone as she keeps watch over the area and the stone. The strain on her is obvious and I know the pain she is feeling right now.

Ready, I turn my attention and channel my mana through the mana stone and into the circuits that feed it, and from there to one of the mana crystals.

I release some of my hold on my mana and it rushes out like a raging river, but only where I want it to. None of that mana touches my disciple, none reaches beyond this room. All of it powers the facility. The light on the ceiling blinks on, along with several mounted on the walls of the room. A hint of a change occurs as the vents activate and start to filter the air.

Gradually even the circuits on the floor start glowing faintly and start releasing a bit of heat, most of it seems to come from the hole in one of the other parts of the facility. In the end, even the tables, covered by an old drop cloth, light up.

Nina’s expression is fun to look at.

“I want to talk with Darren, I have an offer for him. This place is a mix of a forge and an enchanting workshop, I would like to play with it.”

I will try crafting some items and examine the other facilities. Three days. That’s how long I will be staying here.

It’s as much time as I’m willing to sacrifice. After that, I will take my disciple and head to Bastion and the Valley, and on our way there I will level her up.

But for now, let’s try having some fun and creating items. I have some materials from the 4th floor.
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Chapter 286 - Crafting


                “Ignore everything and observe my mana. Don’t try to understand it fully. Pick one thread and watch it. Maybe this one,” I point it out to my disciple, and she nods, her light brown hair flailing.

There is an uncommon dagger lying on one of the enchanting tables as I work on it. My disciple is sitting on the table too because she is too short to watch comfortably from the ground.

As for the table, well, it’s a table made of stone with iron veins in the shape of circuits going through. Most of those circuits can be fed and activated to cause some effect.

For example, there is a set of circuits in the table meant to heat and melt things. I can channel lots of mana through them and melt the blade of the dagger or I can use less and melt smaller quantities of metal.

Another inscription allows me to decrease the temperature of an item sitting on the table, one seems to act like a magnet, and yet another seems to redirect mana, probably a handicap for people with less control.

I mean, it’s not terrible, but it’s mostly useless to me. I can imagine it being much more useful to someone at a lower level or with less control.

Another problem is that I don’t know any theory and don’t care about it. It’s the same as when we went to the 2nd floor and saw all that mana used in breathtaking ways. The natives there were like people sending humans to Mars, while our group was like Neanderthals using sticks and stones. And to be honest, it didn’t change that much. Sure, I collected some information, but I’ve avoided any proper study of it, and that’s on purpose.

I find it more rewarding and interesting to learn through trial and error. Banging stones against each other to cause a spark rather than using a lighter. It feels more pure, more right.

Yes, it makes some things much more difficult, but I improve the most through struggle.

So, I ignore the table’s circuits and use a bit of thermal energy to melt a small portion of the blade. I move and concentrate it into a thin thread that melts the bits I want with extreme accuracy. Then I take a mana stone and hold it against the dagger, melting the iron around it to hold everything in place.

Before it cools off, I add a piece of arcanadium, the conductive metal I looted from the 4th floor.

Not knowing what else to do, I use my fingers to mold the heated metal, as I improve the shape. A skin-tight barrier of mana protects my hand from any damage. I could absorb the heat, but that would be counterproductive.

When it seems… okayish, I absorb the heat from the blade and the metal immediately stiffens; only then do I start the inscription.

Vega observes me as I told her, and I could swear she is not even blinking.

“Can you see mana with your eyes?” I ask her.

Interrupted, she blinks and looks at me, “No.”

“Then close your eyes and use your other senses.”

She opens her mouth to say something but closes it immediately. After nodding once, she closes her eyes, and I continue. The inscriptions I’m making are extremely simple. A few simpler ones inside the uncommon mana stone to direct the mana being channeled through it. And a few more for the blade itself.

I melt parts of the blade adding tiny bits of arcanadium. This time I even create tiny toothpick-like things with [Regalia] to move the molten metal. The twins would be proud; they always had fun when I was doing things in an extremely janky way.

I don’t measure the time, but I’m sure at least a few hours have passed like that. But in the end, it’s done, and the ugliest dagger ever made sits in front of me.

As the last step, I permanently etch the inscriptions inside of the stone and the blade with the use of [Resonance] and [Infusion].

Huhu, let’s see my masterpiece.

Ember Edge Dagger (uncommon) -This dagger has a mana stone embedded in the blade, which absorbs mana to gently warm the metal. The heat is mild, ideal for causing discomfort rather than serious burns, making it a subtle, yet effective tool.

Is the system dissing me? This description sounds weirdly insulting.

“Do you want it?” I ask Vega, and she quickly nods and takes the dagger I offer her. She seems weirdly enthusiastic about it, but I let it pass.

Well, I guess that’s the difference between working alone and having the help of an entire craft guild with hundreds of years’ worth of knowledge.

Inscriptions aren’t a problem, and I know I can make much stronger ones, and this was just my first attempt. Smelting and this kind of stuff will be annoying.

There is also the option of using mana-conductive metal for the entire dagger and avoiding using mana stones at all. In that case, I wouldn’t have to work on connecting it to the blade. Of course, it would also increase the cost of the materials.

I watch as Vega happily accepts the dagger, puts it back into its original sheath, and carefully clips it into her belt. The dagger made of my mana that I keep restoring is still there too and is much better than the one I just gave her. Yet, she is happy.

Silly girl.

“Minion, we will continue.”

She joins me, without even complaining about being called a minion.

I take out another dagger and mana stone and get into the work.

 







 

Razor’s Whisper Dagger (uncommon) - Embedded with a small mana stone near the hilt, this dagger gains a sharp edge when mana is channeled into it. The effect subtly enhances the blade’s cutting ability, allowing for cleaner, more precise cuts.

It won’t be getting any points for looks, but so far it looks fine. I will sell it to the system shop later. It will be only 20 shards, but it’s better than nothing.

“Let’s stop here for now,” I tell Vega.

“Yes!” She quickly jumps from the table and then, facing me, she asks, “Will you eat with me, master?”

“Gladly.”

Even after so many times, she is always happy to hear my answer.

I watch as she rushes to get two clean pieces of cloth and some of the food I rewarded her with for leveling her skills.

The two of us alone in the facility slowly and wordlessly eat the food she put in front of us and drink some water from the bottles. While doing so, I observe this silly disciple of mine.

After a few days with regular food, she is not as thin as before. She is also wearing new clothes I bought for her and has a few bags that I gave her, where she stores her things. She is extremely protective of them to the point of being cute.

Just like before, she has a few bruises and healing wounds, but these are mostly the products of sparring and practice. The biggest wound seems to be a massive black-and-blue bruise that covers most of her chest and back. Vega got it while we were practicing with her Kinetic Demon Heart.

I could have stopped it and made it so she wouldn’t get hurt, yet I didn’t. I have noticed that she tends to become careless when things go well. It’s one of my flaws as well. Both of us become comfortable and fascinated by something, and then because of our overconfidence in our progress, we become careless. I wonder if it’s caused by our skills. Both of us rely on concentration skills that help us focus. So, my theory is that we may become less focused when the skills aren’t active.

As if we weren’t used to it, ceding our weakness to distractions and carelessness.

It’s fascinating to think of.

“Minion, I’ve wanted to ask for a while, but what happened to you before you got summoned here to be my disciple?” I ask after she is done packing her things.

She doesn’t complain about being called a minion this time either, though she hesitates.

She can refuse to answer as always, so I just give her time.

“I was hungry, very hungry,” she finally tells me. “In my village, there wasn’t anyone willing to share any food with me, and a few humans even kicked me when I asked. So, I went to the forest. I heard from other kids from the streets that you could find mushrooms there that would be safe to eat.”

She pauses again, but then shakes her head, “There were monsters in the forest, and I was running away. Then I appeared near the lake, and the voice told me about the master.”

It seems like the others were correct. The disciples were about to die and were sent to us. The question is are they from the real world or were they generated by the tutorial, like the natives. Fated to disappear once the quest is complete.

Yes, the system said they are from some sort of database, but why would it only summon disciples that were about to die? There is a method I thought of that could get me the answer, but I still hesitate to use it.

“Do you know what your world is called?” I ask instead.

“No. Even the village we just call ‘the village.’”

“Country or kingdom where you are?”

“Breck kingdom, after the ancient human hero who created it.”

“Pairing?”

“I don’t know what that is.”

Well, it looks like I won’t be getting answers to my questions. I can’t expect much knowledge from someone who spends most of her time keeping herself alive.

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” I gesture for her to turn around, and she does it quickly, as multiple times before.

She doesn’t even shudder when I put my palm on her back, a place near where her heart is.

“This time, concentrate more on feeling the rhythm of your heart. Do not think of it as a source. The heart is meant to transform your mana into kinetic energy. It’s not creating it; it’s just a tool, think of it as one.”

“Yes, master.”

 







 

After delivering me a few ingots of metal they found in the bunker as they moved in, Nina leaves. These ingots were probably made a few hundred years ago and left to be forgotten. Of course, their quality isn’t anything great, and their conductivity is terrible, but they will be good enough to practice some smelting.

I already went through some information stored on one of the mana stones I got from the craft guild for some basic information. We will see how helpful they are.

“Master?”

“Yes, disciple?” For the first time, I avoid calling her ‘minion’. Lately, she’s stopped reacting to it, and it’s not as much… Wait, what’s that?

Did a smug, winning smile flash across her face? Why would she have such an expression? The only thing that changed is that I didn’t call her ‘minion’.

As if to mask something, she starts rapidly blabbering about her practice, but I’m staring at her, and the gears in my head are spinning. 

She always complained about being called ‘minion’, but then one day she stopped. Instead, her red eyes kept observing me, like a cat toying with a mouse.

Oh, I get it.

I understand now.

This cheeky little thing.

“Good job, minion, you may continue practicing like that,” I say, and I pay her my full attention. Once again, she doesn’t complain, but for a moment, her brow furrows, confirming my thoughts.

This little cheeky minion read me. She acted as if she wasn’t bothered. She expected me to get bored with her lack of reaction, drop that and maybe find something else. Even now, she is sticking to the plan.

“Minion, and don’t forget to train with the mana dagger I made for you, minion.”

“Yes, master.”

“Oh, and minion, I saw you talking with Nina a bit. It’s okay, but don’t get too attached.” Every time I call her ‘minion’, there is just a tiny hint of a reaction, and that makes me happy, but I won’t let it show.

“Master, you don’t trust these people?”

“Not much. I will ask you something. How many people do you think they have here?”

“I do not know.”

“You don’t, but I do. They have over 3,140 people. It’s hard to say accurately because people come and go, but that is the lowest estimate.”

Vega’s expression becomes even more confused, so I continue, “Try to guess how many people go in and out with food?”

“A lot? There are a lot of people to feed.”

“You would think so, right? Well, my dear minion. They have only a few tens of people going out and bringing back food. There are more of them pretending to, and it’s not just for my benefit. Most of the people here believe they are bringing food.”

“I don’t understand, master.”

“It’s simple. Most of the food they eat comes from a hidden tunnel inside one of the houses that Darren, Nina, and a few others are staying in.”

Confused Vega also looks cute, so I grab her horn, shake her head, and let her think for herself.

For now, let’s not eat the food they offer us, and when I’m done with practicing, I will have to check the tunnels Darren is hiding.

            


Not a Chapter - Announcement (April Fool’s Day)


                Happy April Fool’s Day!!!





So guys, once again I’m dissatisfied with the name of the story. Many of you know that some time ago, it used to be “Weapons of Mass Destruction,” but I changed it later to “Hell Difficulty Tutorial.” Yet, I still think it’s missing something, so I have decided to change it.

I’m happy to announce a new name for my story: “Is It Wrong to Try to Survive in a Hell-Difficulty Tutorial When You’re Just a Guy with Excessive Mana and a Corgi?”

The synopsis has also changed a bit:

 

I Accidentally Became the Most Powerful Mage in a Hell-Difficulty Tutorial Because I Didn’t Know When to Stop Adding Mana.

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.

 

I hope you guys will see why I made the decision and like the new name and synopsis as much as I do.

Lastly, to reflect who the true MC of the story is, I have decided to change the cover. Once again. Some of you might recognize the cover from before.
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Unfortunately, the story will continue to be told from the perspective of the secondary main character, Nathaniel Gwyn. However, in our hearts, everyone knows who the true MC of “Is It Wrong to Try to Survive in a Hell-Difficulty Tutorial When You’re Just a Guy with Excessive Mana and a Corgi?” really is.

I hope you guys will continue to enjoy the story for a long time to come.



This is a joke. All changes (cover, name, synopsis) will be reverted after 1 day.
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This was a joke. Happy April Fool’s Day!!!

All changes (cover, name, synopsis) will be reverted after 1 day.








                



Chapter 287 - I speak on behalf of my master


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Sooo, as many of you are aware, there was “not an actual chapter” released a few hours ago, specifically for April 1st. To clarify: it was a joke chapter for April Fools’ Day, and I will not be changing the name, cover, or synopsis. 



I’m explaining this because I found out that April Fools’ Day is not “celebrated” in some countries, which led to a bit of confusion. I even received a few half-star ratings because of this, so I hope that after I’ve explained it, those people will remove them.

But yeaa, I think it was a fun joke for April 1st, and it was nice to see that it amused so many of you. Maybe, as a favor, you could go and review/rate to balance out the half-star ratings I received, lol.

Anyway, enjoy the chapter and the long-awaited POV!



                

                POV - Water Collector Oren - a different instance of the 5th floor

“Did you check your gloves, newbie?”

“For fuck’s sake, Oren, of course I did. You’ve told me only fifty times in the past few days.”

I ignore the harsh words from the young man and watch as he dips his gloved hands into the lake, it’s poisoned as are most of the water sources, and the elbow length gloves are meant to help with that.

“Do you have enough mana to fill the entire vial?”

“Just so-so,” he answers, and I nod.

I quickly check the transmitter, but it’s quiet. Our scouts would warn us if any dangerous animals or monsters were heading our way. As always, I can’t help but feel afraid when I’m outside the Sanctuary. But there is no helping it, we need the water, what I’m doing is extremely important and…

(Human, can you hear me?) speaks a soft voice inside my head.

I quickly send a warning to the scouts with our transmitter.

“We have company,” I shout to Sevil, and he quickly jumps to his feet.

The voice speaks again, (I mean you no harm.) That voice is soft, not threatening, and it sounds young. Like a young boy around ten years of age.

With a spear in my hand, I start backing away from the lake and the forest, and Sevil moves behind my back.

“Show yourself!” I shout and squeeze my weapon.

(As you wish,) the young voice replies, and the trees in the forest start moving.

I freeze on the spot, unable to move, and watch as a massive black body pushes the branches and smaller trees apart as it enters the clearing. It is a wolf. A wolf twice my height. His fur is pitch black without any hint of color in it. It has a beautiful shine to it.

Each of the wolf’s steps is elegant and every movement it makes sends an impulse through my body telling me to run. The monster itself is trying to not look threatening as it stops nearby, and his calm golden eyes stare at me without moving closer.

(Do not be afraid, human,) once again, the young voice in my head implores. Only then do I realize that it really is the wolf talking. A wolf with such a young voice. Could it still be a pup? There is no way; he is already so big!

“W-what do you want?” I manage to choke out.

(I speak on behalf of my master.)

“Master?!” A creature like that has a master? How terrifying a being would it have to be!?

Slowly, the black wolf lowers its head, and only then do I notice another animal sitting between its ears. That animal is much smaller, barely reaching my knees. It’s sandy yellow with white markings. It has four short legs. Its tail is almost nonexistent. But even to me, the creature looks cute.

The terrifying wolf’s master just blinks a few times, its face almost looking as if smiling. The golden eyes of the wolf move upwards, and it seems like it’s communicating with its master.

(Human, my master requires… food.)

“D-do you want to eat us?” I gulp.

I know it’s useless, but I still try to bluff with the weapon in my hand. In the worst case, I will buy some time for Sevil to run away.

(Master doesn’t eat humans, human,) once again, the youthful voice of the black wolf speaks.

It takes a step closer and lowers its head a bit more, (Of course, in exchange for your food, the master is willing to pay. I hope you realize how benevolent the master is!)

As he finishes, the small creature with short legs starts floating in the air and heading towards us. Its tongue is sticking out slightly, and it moves extremely slowly, yet the black wolf looks at his master with eyes full of admiration.

Only now do I realize that its master is wearing some clothes with plenty of small pockets. The quality of the cloth seems to be better than anything I’ve ever seen in my life. And from the black wolf, a few full bags are hanging.

The master stops just a short distance away from us, and then purple mana radiates from its back, taking on a different shape. That tendril of purple mana reaches into the pockets, and the creature puts things on the ground in front of us.

There are pieces of glass, pretty river stones, and some crystals without any worth.

(Asshole,) a different voice sounds in my head. It’s calm and sounds maybe even younger than the black wolf. It’s the kind of voice that makes you drop your guard.

But why did it call me an asshole? Have I insulted it somehow?

I gulp, but my throat feels dry, “I will contact Darren; this is way beyond me.”

(Leader of your pack? Do it, human!) The black wolf moves closer too and lowers its head, sniffing at the pieces of glass and stones on the ground. Its eyes meet with the eyes of his master, and they seem to be communicating again.

(I have received wisdom from my master! I shall not call you human anymore!)

That’s weird.

(I shall call you an asshole starting now!)

What?

 







 

“Poor little girl, why hasn’t she run away from you?” the old granny at the top of a skyscraper asks.

She is done healing Vega. There was an accident with Vega’s Kinetic Demon heart. She practiced on her own and pummeled her body to the point where I had to rush here to heal her. So now, the little half-demon is avoiding my gaze as much as possible. She seems to be ashamed and worried I might be angry.

To be honest, I couldn’t feel more different. Sure, she risked a lot, but it reminds me of myself constantly losing my limbs because I had Lily to restore them.

Good old times. Damn, I bet I lost enough limbs to build another Nathaniel.

The effect field that was trying to put us to sleep is gone, so I make the decision to stay a bit longer. I observe the insides of the house and through the window, I see the garden on the rooftop and a view over the city. Granny really picked a nice spot.

“Do you know anything about the Sanctuary, the war, and other things?”

“A thing or two, but nothing you wouldn’t be able to get from Darren,” she snorts and offers some food to my disciple.

Vega eats it only after I nod. She seems to like it, so she politely thanks and even plasters a fake smile on her face.

I have noticed it before, but even after almost two days in the Sanctuary and a few visits to the granny, she hasn’t opened up to any of them. That’s what they get for picking an extrovert class.

“Where do they get all the food?” I ask.

The granny freezes, her expression changing multiple times in the span of one second until it becomes an emotionless mask.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” she says simply.

“That’s it?”

“Yes.”

Vega sits next to me and looks up, her red eyes curious. I gesture to her letting her know that I will tell her later.

When I stand up to leave, the granny doesn’t say anything, nor does she try to stop me, and my disciple and I leave. I jump over the edge of the building with Vega holding onto me.

“Are you angry?” she whispers, her face pressed against my chest.

The cheeky little thing is probably listening to my heartbeat. I’ve long since noticed the weird fascination demons seem to have with hearts.

“Not really, just be more careful next time,” I don’t have to urge her more. You learn the best lessons when you can feel them on your skin.

Vega messed up and got terribly hurt too. It’s not something she would forget and it’s more effective than me constantly reminding her.

She listens to my heart a bit more and then looks up, a smile on her face. The little half-demon seems to have confirmed the truths of my words by listening to my heart.

“Are hearts that fascinating to your people?” I ask her.

“Yes,” she nods. “It’s… a feeling. I can’t explain it very well. Demons with strong hearts are admired. They are rich, powerful, and respected.”

“Do you want that?”

“S-should I not?”

“I mean, it’s up to you, but let me tell you a few things. Being rich might be fun, but I think you would find it just as boring as I do. Yes, pretty clothes and a house with a nice view are good to have, but in the end, they are just things.”

I push us higher and slow to a walk across the top of one of the skyscrapers. Over the horizon, the sun is already setting, the last light disappearing and the city turning dark. Clouds form in the sky and it’s about time for mana rain.

“As for being respected. I don’t think it matters. What matters is how you see yourself, disciple. That opinion is the most important. I know you are still young, but you will learn with time, even though you might not believe me right now.”

“Then what does master want?”

“It’s simple, power.” It starts raining, but my barrier protects us.

In the dark city around us, only the tiny blue lights of the raindrops shine, and when they crash against the barrier, there is a small explosion of color. It’s pretty.

“I want power, personal power. The one I can consider mine that no one can take away from me. A power above everyone else.”

My eyes meet those deep red eyes, and she asks, “Why?”

“Because if you are powerful, you can do whatever you want. You can travel and explore places like the bunker we are currently staying in. You can go where you wouldn’t be able to otherwise. You can protect yourself and the people you care for.”

“So I need to become powerful?”

“Minion, I told you  that you shouldn’t care what others think, not even me. Find what you want to do and what makes you happy, and then put your entire being into reaching that goal. Bleed, hurt, sweat, push until you feel like breaking apart if needed. Because only then will you be content, even if you fail.”

“Is that what master is doing?”

“Why are you asking?”

“I know nothing about the master.”

“I told you before, most of the things I’m teaching you are my own theories…”

She interrupts me, “I didn’t mean that. What is the master’s favorite color? What food do you like the most? What is your favorite skill, things like that.”

That’s so silly I can’t help but be amused. Ever since the start of the tutorial, things like that haven’t mattered at all. Well, other than my favorite skill.

We exit the city, and while heading towards the Sanctuary, I answer, “My favorite color… I would say gray or black, but I’m not too picky. As for food… maybe pizza? My skill…”

Vega interrupts me again, “What is pizza?”

I look down at her, and with her ear pressed against my chest listening to my heart, she looks up, Her red eyes curious.

“It’s like bread, in the shape of a flat disc. You bake it in an oven, and you put different toppings on it. Cheese, salami, meats, you add tomato sauce, that kind of thing. Minion, would you believe that there are maniacs who like them with sweet fruits on top? If you ever meet such a person, avoid them.”

Even without fully understanding, Vega giggles, “I would like to try pizza sometime.”

“That would be nice. And what’s your favorite food?”

“Mine?” she pauses as if surprised by the question and then thinks for a bit. A small smug smile takes over her face, “When I was younger, a few kids from the street called me to join them. They wanted to steal some things from a merchant. I knew they wanted to steal and run leaving me behind to take the blame, but I still joined them.”

I use [Redistribution] to absorb kinetic energy from the rain in a massive area around us. That makes Vega pause, and with big eyes, she observes as the falling rain slows down to a crawl.

A weird silence filling the area around us, “Pretty,” she whispers and continues, “I still joined them because I was hungry, but I tricked them. When they started stealing, I stayed behind and let them distract people. One of the merchants nearby went to see what was happening. He left just for a second, but I stole a small sack with some sweet candy.”

She stops, eyes bright and remembering the moment. She pushes against my chest, and I can feel the warmth of her small body.

Vega smiles at me, “I ran and ran like never before. I ran until I couldn’t breathe, and even then I was smiling. Then, in one of my hiding places, I ate all the candies. All of them, alone!”

Even while entering the Sanctuary, I ignore the guards and listen to my silly disciple.

            


Chapter 288 - Preparations and secrets


                “I can come back later,” Nina says somewhat awkwardly.

“It’s okay,” I answer and shift a bit.

Currently, I’m sitting on the floor, and two women are drawing on my skin. My upper body is bare and my pants are pulled up high, revealing my thighs. The women hold brushes in their hands, using some of the mana-conductive paint I have left.

On the ground in front of them is a design of my creation, and they are transferring it to my skin.

It’s the middle of day two of my planned 3-day stay in the Sanctuary, and with Darren’s help, I went looking for someone to draw circuits of my design. Suspiciously, he picked two pretty young women. Even more suspiciously, they’ve been a bit too friendly as well.

I guess that’s probably Darren’s attempt at tying me to the Sanctuary?

Well, it doesn’t matter. At least they can draw well; otherwise, I would have sent them away.

Nina nods and after glancing at me for a moment, she says, “We started unblocking one of the older facilities. It’s a secondary control room, but we’ve never had any use for it, and it’s damaged. In an hour or two, it should be ready as you asked.”

“That sounds nice,” I mean, the current enchanting and smelting facility is nice, and I tested plenty of things, but who wouldn’t want to see more?

“Also, your disciple tried to stab and bite one of our men when they tried to help her carry her bag,” Nina adds.

I turn to the side where Vega is practicing. The little half-demon doesn’t even pretend to not hear and returns my gaze.

“Good job, but next time try the kick first. Stabbing is for when someone means you harm,” I tell her. To that, Vega quickly nods and returns to her training.

Nina watches our exchange with a mildly shocked expression, but then quickly shakes her head.

She takes a step closer, “And if you have time tomorrow, my father wants to talk with you about something serious.”

“We will see tomorrow.” I lift one of my arms so the woman can paint it.

Not having a reason to stay, Nina leaves, and I observe the circuits they’ve drawn on me. It’s annoying that I couldn’t do it myself, but it’s hard to draw on my back or chest while keeping the lines straight.

Sure, the occasional mistake isn’t a problem, and the first attempts I made on my arm weren’t that bad. But I want to find out how much things change with well-drawn circuits. Is there a difference between a wobbly line and one that’s well drawn? Does making an oval instead of a circle affect it at all? How much deviation do I need to worry about?

That’s the question I’m asking.

The women Darren recommended are doing a good job. Their hands are steady, and they are not wasting any paint. They even stopped ogling to focus on their work. I mean, I don’t blame them, hehe. As my mom said around twelve years, three months, and around five days ago, I’m a handsome young man.

“Minion, I’m handsome, right?”

“It’s Vega, master, I’m your disciple, not a minion.” She’s clearly given up on her attempts at reverse psychology.

“Sure.”

“Master’s eyes are pretty.”

“Only my eyes?”

“Heart too!”

Well, even that much is fine, “I also like your eyes and heart, minion,” even though it is an undeserved 4th trait spot the demons must have cheated to get.

One of the women giggles, and when I catch her gaze, she smiles with a slight blush on her face. She quickly averts her gaze and continues.

I send my mana through some of the completed circuits. When mana flows through them, the paint hardens even more, and I immediately notice the difference between my wobbly lines and the nicer ones.

Damn it. I just want to do things in my own janky way.

Sending a bit more mana through them, I activate my Mana Wavelength Iris and observe the movement of the mana. So far, it looks like everything is working as it should.

Sure, I could do a construct instead of this, but right now I hesitate. The drawings should help me deal with black mana, and I’m not ready to create a construct for that until I’m sure it’s correct. Anyway, I’m already preparing another construct and I’m still working on its structure, and I’ve recorded it in one of my mana stones. I have no time to create another one.

Unlike lines drawn on my skin, the constructs are much more difficult and require more of me. They need to be carefully placed and connected at the right places, and they affect me more deeply.

Plus, there’s limited space inside of my body, and unlike my skin, I can’t just wash a construct away.

Soon enough, the work is done, and I send both women away before they make any advances.

Sending mana through my skin, I dry the mana infused paint and observe the results. So far, it seems all good, and if it works as intended. I should be able to strengthen my body with black mana without too much in the way of aftereffects. And if that works, I should be able to use black mana to power other skills without my brain melting. That would be nice.

Unfortunately, it seems to be a one-time use as the drawings crumble the moment black mana flows through them, but even that is okay. In the worst scenario, I can use black mana without them, though the aftereffects will be worse.

Standing up, I put my shirt back on and fix it.

“Minion, we are going to see the facility,” I have decided to keep Vega close to me as much as possible.

“Yes, master!”

As we head towards the place I expect to find Darren, I observe Vega. She is still constantly using her mana to observe, and even though she is so low-level, she does it well. Even when I met her for the first time, she did pretty well with it, and it only improved with my amazing mentorship. She even keeps circulating mana through her body, an early attempt at Mana Cycling, as Lissandra taught me.

The fun thing about it is that the more I use Mana Cycling, the more I appreciate it, and it runs the entire time I’m awake. I even suspect that my body is reflexively maintaining it while I sleep.

Mana Cycling takes my mana and sends it through my body in the channels I’ve defined. With a better understanding, you can even stop mana from leaking. I’m not at the level where I can completely pull it off, but it’s good enough to trick most people, even some who are higher level than me. Other than hiding mana, it also improves my control.

We reach the circular door entirely made out of the same metal as the others. There is already a group of men nearby who’ve already moved the barricades.

I give time to Nina to greet them and give orders before we follow through the tunnel which serves as a hallway. Unlike the one from before, this one is much smoother, and there are even some decorative lines etched into the walls to our sides. As we pass by them, I touch the wall and after a quick examination, I channel my mana through it, causing them to slowly Illuminate our path as I maintain contact.

The light is gentle and easy on the eyes, yet it’s bright enough to evenly light the hallway. There are a few side rooms, and I peek inside, but most are completely empty and lack much in the way of interesting circuits. At the end of the hallway, there is another circular entrance, and we enter a small chamber.

In the middle of that room stands a single pillar made of mana crystal. This one seems different from the ones in other facilities, and I can’t quite put my finger on how, maybe it’s higher quality? It’s a darker shade of blue as well.

The mana crystal seems to be damaged, or at least the control panel connected to it is.

“Are you not worried about letting me into the control room? I could take over and cause all kinds of trouble.” I ask.

Nina flashes me a smile, “You are just that kind of person that rubs me the wrong way. But I can’t deny that if you had wanted to, you could have caused much more trouble already. Without having to bother with petty tricks.”

“Maybe I’m just playing with you and plotting behind your back.”

“Maybe you are, but I trust my father, and he seems to think it’s ok. And it’s too late to try to stop you at this point.”

I can’t help but be a bit disappointed. These people gave up that easily and put their lives into the hands of some random guy just because he’s stronger than them. Yes, there is logic to it, but it’s still somewhat disappointing.

Thankfully, at least Vega seems to agree with me, judging by the look she gives Nina.

I’ve already been collecting my mana for a while, and I put my hand on the control panel to send a bit through. I quickly identify where the inscriptions are messed up and search for the secondary pathways, and surprisingly, they are damaged as well.

In the end, I decided to ignore the messed-up parts. Fixing them would take too long and I would have to replace the entire segment. Instead, I just put an anchor on the mana crystal and send my mana directly to it. There will be leaks, but I decide I will overcome them with the sheer amount of mana I will be pushing through.

I step away and continue to send my mana through [Tether], and gradually the room lights up. There is no crystal in the ceiling, instead, beautiful ornaments light up all around the room, and even the mana crystal starts letting out some light.

Taking a few steps, I reach another control panel, the one meant to manage this facility. The mana stone that is the center of it seems okay, and I put my hand on it and send a bit of mana through.

Inside the stone, there are multiple sets of inscriptions, each connecting to a different part of the Sanctuary. Some seem to be devoted to protecting the bunker. Others are for heating, water, and air filtration, and that’s just the start. Several don’t seem to be working, not because of any issue with the mana stone, it’s likely because those parts of the bunker are ruined.

Looking though, I still can’t find anything in the hidden tunnels where Darren and others were getting the meat. Interesting, maybe they’ve blocked it on the other side?

Otherwise, there isn’t much interesting to do. Sure, it’s all fun and cool. I could turn on the heating, send more mana through, and open the door or lock all of them. I could even use water from the tanks to fight against a possible fire. It’s something I would otherwise like to play with, but not with the short amount of time I’ve got on this floor.

“Nothing interesting, most of the things are impossible to control from here, and there is plenty of damage in the connections,” I tell Nina and stop feeding my mana to the mana crystal.

It gradually dims out, and we leave with her. The door stays open so I can return later.

 







 

“So, do you understand what to do?” I ask Vega.

“Yes! I will sit here inside of the barrier, and if something happens, I will send a signal through your anchor, and you will return.”

“Good. See you later then, okay?”

“I will continue to train.”

I give Vega one more look. She is currently inside my room. It’s a nice room in one of the original towers in the middle of the main cave. The room is nicely decorated, and most of the furniture is made of stone with some soft cushions to cover it.

There is a barrier made with [Regalia] surrounding Vega. It’s powered by one of the higher-grade mana stones I left with her. I’ve used enough power to last for hours without using mana from the stone.

Then it can defend against multiple attacks on its own, and if that’s not enough, it will use mana from the mana stone. I don’t think there is anyone in the city capable of breaking it quickly, yet I still leave an anchor nearby so I can return quickly. The door into the room is also blocked by my mana, along with the other entrances.

Giving a last look to the room and my disciple, I use [Tether] and teleport to the anchor I left by the hidden tunnels. Then I start hiding my mana and use [Perception] to avoid people.

[Mana Domain] expands, and I create a few more anchors, teleporting multiple times to avoid people. There are a few guards inside of the house over the secret tunnels, but they don’t feel me placing anchors or teleporting.

Appearing behind the door they’re guarding, I start walking. The tunnel is dark, and the air here feels different. There also aren’t many inscriptions or veins of metal like in the other ones. This tunnel feels much newer. Did they construct it after moving here? That could explain why they weren’t on the maps inside the mana crystal.

I feel another presence heading towards me, and I reach past them and place the anchor. Only when I’m about to be spotted, do I teleport past. As with before, the guard doesn’t feel my domain, nor do they notice when I place anchors or teleport. I send more of my mana ahead and find a small room at the end of the tunnel. That room currently has a single person inside of it.

The air takes on a smell like rust. It smells like blood, lots of blood.

I detect the guard leaving and continue to walk towards that room. The closer I get, the more I smell it, and the heavier the air feels. There’s even dried blood on the floor and the walls.

Gradually the light permeates the dark tunnels, and I enter the room. The room has been painted bright white, yet that only serves to emphasize the blood covering everything, the floor, the walls, and even the ceiling, all thrown into stark relief by the bright lights.

There are a few boxes stuffed in the corner of the room, each of them filled to the brim with severed legs and arms. In another corner, a man sits on a bed. His legs up, knees in front of his chest. He has long hair covering his face and is wearing bloodied clothes with short sleeves.

His eyes are cold and he watches me calmly. I notice a silver metal collar around his neck and a chain of similar metal tying him to one of the walls.

[Lifebloom Weaver - lvl 206]
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Chapter 289 - Against the Veil Guardian


                For a moment, we look at each other. Two men in a small white room covered in blood, with boxes full of bloody limbs in the corner. Keeping an eye on him, I find a relatively clean spot and sit on the floor, resting my back against the wall.

And then I just sit there.

The man’s eyes are calm, and yet they have a weird shine to them. They are not the eyes of an animal backed into a corner, tired and threatening. They are more like the eyes of someone who’s given up.

“You are not one of them,” his voice is quiet and rough as if he is not used to talking.

“I’m just passing by,” I reply.

“Just passing by,” he repeats.

“Yes. By the way, do you know anything about the Veil, the Mirror, the Valley, Pairing, war, monsters, or Veil Guardian?”

He seems to be taken aback and chuckles. Even that chuckle sounds weak and forced. It sounds like he’s laughing at himself.

“You are not going to ask about…” he gestures at the room.

“Is there any need to? Locals seem to have… an interesting diet. That’s it. They likely forced you into this. At least I don’t think anyone would go along with this willingly, and the collar around your neck confirms it.”

Another chuckle, “You’re wrong.”

“Am I?”

He brushes the hair from his face, his deep eyes staring into mine, “Fuck knows how long ago I agreed to this,” the man says to my surprise.

“In the beginning, it was simple, really. They needed food and I wanted to help. Probably out of regret or maybe I felt like I owed these people something.”

“You seem to have changed your mind halfway through,” I gesture at his neck where the collar is.

His smile shows his teeth, it feels almost threatening, “Do you know how it feels to have your legs and arms sawn off day after day for decades? To know what they are doing with them? It doesn’t matter how much you want to help, after enough time you can’t take anymore. So get off your fucking high horse, you brat.”

I ignore the last sentence, “So, you want to get out?”

For the first time, he hesitates, almost like pure panic appearing on his face, “A lot of them would die without…” the man still says, his eyes changing, a hint of craziness surfacing.

He pulls his knees higher and hides his face, “Kids, men, and women. Innocent people, my skill isn’t good enough at regenerating others to do it with someone else or an animal,” he wobbles from side to side, his voice even weaker than before.

I give him time and gradually he calms down enough to look at me, changing the subject, “The Veil was our biggest hope, even I contributed, everyone did. But none of us knew much. The Enchanter Guild were the main organizers and they were very secretive about their greatest creation. The most brilliant minds on our planet. People treated them like gods.”

Some sanity returns to his eyes, “Oh, how beautiful their promises were. Every single city, protected by a Veil encompassing the entire planet. A construct so perfect it would run on its own following a set of rules overseen by a coalition of all the world’s kingdoms.”

Out of nowhere, he starts laughing, “Pairing, we’ve experienced it twice now. Either we were unlucky or we did something wrong. Who the fuck would know for sure, what with the system being so cryptic all the time.” Once again, he laughs like he just told a great joke.

His eyes meet mine again, and this time they are calm, sane, and clear. “Now fuck off. I’m tired of your face. Leave me alone. You can take some and snack on it later,” he points at the box full of limbs, a cruel expression on his face.

I give him one more look, then activate one of my anchors and reappear inside the city, on top of one of the skyscrapers. To be sure, I check the anchor I left near Vega and send my senses through. I get a little bit of feedback, but everything seems fine.

Three orbs form next to me, and I start feeding them: one with kinetic energy, another with thermal, and the last one with mana. Dark blue, golden, and pale blue to the point of transparency, the orbs follow me as I jump off the building and boost myself towards the granny. For a short moment, I enjoy the feeling of wind on my face as I’m flying through the air until I reach the cottage at the top of the skyscraper. I pass through the field which sends her a signal before entering the house.

“What, did you come to break more of my pots you brat? Don’t tell me the kid that was following you died. Where is she?” The Vitalist inquires.

“She is fine. Safe and currently training. I have a question for you if you don’t mind.”

“No gifts, you still owe me, and you come here asking for more. So typical of the current generation,” she grumbles, but I notice a hint of curiosity in her eyes. I think she must be bored, being here alone most of the time.

“How old are you?” I ask.

That makes her cackle, and she doesn’t answer.

“Are you from before the war?”

“Why would I tell you?”

“What is Veil?”

“Don’t be annoying,” she snorts.

“Do you know a man with the class Lifebloom Weaver?”

“Stop asking…” she freezes in the middle of the sentence. Her expression changes and turns dark. I [Focus] and try to read her mood as much as possible. I observe the movements of her body, her face. I even listen to the sound of her heart as it beats, each one creating the tiniest bit of kinetic energy I can feel as well as her movements.

“Friend?”

She doesn’t say anything.

“Husband?”

Nothing.

“Family?”

Her heartbeat speeds up, a slight twitch across her face.

“Son? Father?”

“Listen here. Do not even dare speak of this in front of me, or I will never heal that brat of yours again. How dare you…”

“He is tied up there, did Darren tell you?” my words silence her, “I spoke with him and he said at first he did it because he wanted to. But now they use some collar to keep him there.”

She falls silent, and the pause stretches so long that I’m tempted to leave when she finally whispers, “One hundred twenty-seven.”

“Yes?”

“That’s how many kids younger than ten there are in the Sanctuary. One hundred twenty-seven.”

“Do they all know?”

She just shakes her head.

What a fucked-up situation.

“Leave.” That word is barely a whisper, more a plea than a threat.

And I do just that. I activate one of my anchors and appear near the city’s center. I sit on a rooftop with my legs hanging over the edge and continue to fill the orbs next to me while spinning them around.

The thing, the weird invisible lines of mana covering the sky and probably the entire planet, is probably the Veil, or at least a part of it. I tried to touch it shortly after starting the 5th floor. That’s also when the Veil Guardian appeared, likely summoned by the attempt. The monster’s name makes a lot more sense now.

So what is the Veil? A construct covering the entire planet? I heard a lot of praise for the Enchanter Guild from Darren and Nina, though I’ve mostly dismissed it as a legend. But maybe I was wrong. My current skill makes it hard to even imagine how something like that would work.

What powers it? What keeps it there? What stops anyone else from messing with it? How was it created? And then there are the obvious questions, why was it used against humans and why did it cause so much more damage than the monsters brought over by the Pairing?

As for Pairing, the man said it was the second and I would like to know about that. What are the causes of a Pairing and how is it decided.

Another question, were they paired with a planet of monsters or was another race using them for war? Like Lynthari on the 4th floor with the Living Tree and the Colony.

The more time passes, the more questions I have and the much shorter this floor feels.

Taking a bag off my back, I take out a brush and a container with mana conductive paint. I start drawing inscriptions on the roof after clearing it. While doing so, I check the inscriptions painted on my body and there seems to be no change from before.

Once again, I check the anchor near my disciple, and, making sure everything ok, I start using more of my mana to feed the orbs. My heart beats, and working as a medium, it turns mana into the two Primordial energies I possess.

I let two hours pass like that and then I stop feeding the orb. Instead, I create a javelin over my shoulder. Having created it with [Regalia] it’s already tougher than it used to be, but I can’t stop there. I make it denser, which increases its weight, either because of the skill or the properties of mana changing. I don’t use [Infusion] to keep feeding the javelin with my energies or skills. No, I just make it as dense, heavy, and tough as possible. Focusing on doing that, I’m able to stop it from exploding. Thanks to my improved mastery and skill.

Feeling ready, I breathe in and out.

[Focus]

The world loses some of its color and the skill filters out some of the noises. In addition to the three orbs floating beside me, another takes form. This one is smaller and quickly fed by my focused mana as it turns black, while I keep it under control with [Mana Domain], [Mana Manipulation], and [Resonance].

Then I activate my trait, a golden circle appearing around my pupils, while I channel mana into the inscriptions I’ve painted on the ground and get ready.

Moving the javelin a bit further away, I look at the sky and [Focus]. Knowing better what to look for, I identify the lines I noticed the first time. The lines of mana that likely encompass the entire planet.

The Veil.

I touch them, I examine them, trying to collect as much information as possible, already feeling the strain my trait is putting on my body.

And as expected, the monster appears.

[Veil Guardian - lvl ??]

It stands on the rooftop of the building opposite mine. Its red eyes glow with hate, and a deep growl reverberates through the air, breaking the remains of glass in the windows. The blades it has in place of its arms have a blue shine to them, and I feel its senses touch me.

Not giving it a chance, I nearly deplete the kinetic energy from the orb I created, and the javelin shoots at the guardian, boosted by all that force. A sonic boom threatens to deafen me as the javelin breaks the sound barrier and disappears from its place beside me.

It pierces through the monster’s chest, barely missing the heart, and continues to fly much further, piercing through everything in its way. The javelin doesn’t slow at all, the sheer density, weight, and amount of kinetic energy I used turning it into a terrifying weapon.

The Veil Guardian wobbles on its legs, and red blood seeps onto its gray skin. It roars, and the blue veins on its body expand. A gravity field encompasses me and immediately starts pushing me down to my knees with a force that tears at my body.

I fail to disrupt the effect even with my eyes activated, I’ve expected this ever since I first saw the monster use the skill.

Not hesitating and according to my plan, I let the black mana seep into my body, the inscriptions covering me activate and help alleviate some of the pressure. The effect of the monster’s skill gets overpowered by the sheer power of black mana strengthening my body, and I watch the monster jump from the roof, heading towards me.

I send mana mixed with kinetic energy into the inscriptions on the floor, and they resonate, shooting all that energy through the skyscraper I’m standing on.

The building starts crumbling when the energy pierces through it in its entirety. One of the tallest buildings in the city starts falling to the side.

At the same time, the Veil Guardian avoids golden flames infused with disrupting mana, and it disrupts the anchors I placed all around the place.

It crashes against my barrier and breaks it, welcomed by another one which also breaks. I set barrier after barrier, slowing the monster down. Then my mana flows and surges from my body.

[Redistribution] activates, and I absorb all the kinetic energy from the falling building. Gradually, the broken skyscraper slows its fall, and things become eerily quiet as the pieces of the building slowly continue to fall.

[Redistribution - lvl 41 > Redistribution - lvl 42]

I compress thermal energy inside of the orb even more, and a stream of thermal energy shoots off like a laser.

The guardian avoids it, but it cuts another skyscraper in half, which also slows as it falls.

[Redistribution - lvl 42 > Redistribution - lvl 43]

This time I dash at the monster, using bits of that energy to strengthen my body in the way symbiotic transference used to do.

The air itself around the monster reverberates with high-pitched sounds. Wound after wound appears on the monster’s skin, the kinetic energy threatening to tear apart the extremely durable monster. The sound rises pitch and volume, as its wounds deepen, and the guardian uses its arms to cover its chest and head.

Finally, the attack pierces its guard, and the right arm of the monster explodes at the shoulder, falling to the ground.

            


Chapter 290 - Resilience Beyond Pain


                Another blast of kinetic energy sends the monster crashing through multiple buildings. But it seems that I was unable to kill it, even with the sheer amount of kinetic energy I collected, it not being concentrated enough because the sheer amount is hard to control.

I grab the severed limb as it falls, and when the guardian rushes at me again, flames burst forth from me, dispersing on its skin.

The guardian disrupts my anchors, and my kinetic energy seems to be having less of an effect, the monster changing its barrier to counter it.

My control falters, and the falling buildings move again, falling at normal speed, the deafening sound of crashing debris filling the area.

I avoid the growling Veil Guardian and use [Regalia] to envelope my body in a suit of armor and absorb another blow. Mana flows through me, and I use the kinetic energy I’ve gathered to strengthen my body even more. 

I create a sword out of mana, imbuing it with [Resonance], as it collides with the guardian’s remaining sword arm.

Its blade cuts through my weapon easily as if it wasn’t even there, and slices into my shoulder before I can blast it away with the remaining kinetic energy from the orb.

I absorb some thermal energy from the other orb, and the wound starts healing.

Not giving me more time, the monster reaches me, slashing at me again, and I dodge to the side, as a slash removes a chunk of the falling building we’re standing on. I attack it with its own arm, and the monster dodges, a deep groan I can feel in my chest reverberating through the air. It screeches and follows me as I jump from building to building, its attacks causing huge amounts of damage to each.

It continues to disrupt my anchors, and even my [Mana Domain] is restricted. Its gravity skill also continues to put pressure on me, and I feel black mana inside of my body depleting and inscriptions on my skin disappearing.

The entire time, part of my mind, with the help of my eyes’ trait, continues to examine the monster, its mana, and the way it tracks me and disrupts my external skills.

When the monster tackles me, I let it happen and use [Infusion] to infuse the armor around my body with thermal energy. Golden flames fill the armor, turning me into a burning figure, and the Veil Guardian screeches, as its skin burns and one of its eyes is damaged.

Using the opportunity, I once again slash with its severed arm, and the monster dodges once more. In exchange, its blade pierces through my leg, and the only thing that saves it is the black mana boosting my movements.

I avoid another stab and try to keep it from tackling me. Flames compress and blaze ahead like a laser, burning a hole into its eye. The attack blinds the damaged eye but still doesn’t pierce deep enough to kill it.

For a short moment, the gravity affecting me increases, and immobilizes me, even with my strengthened body, and the monster reaches me, burrowing its teeth into my leg.

I push it away, and another laser-like attack of golden flames burns its chest close to its heart as the monster shifts its body. The Veil Guardian takes a moment to chew on the chunk of flesh it tore out of my leg, all the while looking at me with its single eye. A memory of a group of three people being eaten alive flashes through my head.

Landing on the road, I roll away, but once again, the monster holds my body with extreme gravity and reaches me in a split second. Ignoring my armor, it burrows its teeth into the same leg it bit before, and then, while I’m unable to move, starts gnawing at it.

The gravity disappears, but the monster holds me, its teeth lodged in the bone of my shin.

It starts eating me alive, a hateful expression in its eyes.

[Redistribution] activates, and I transfer all the thermal energy I have into kinetic and bolster it with some of my mana. My thermokinetic heart beats, compressing it all.

Looking at the monster, I send all that kinetic energy into my leg, and as the monster gnaws at it, I make it explode inside its mouth. The Veil Guardian gets thrown away, a geyser of blood exploding into the air.

My leg is gone, up to the middle of my thigh, destroyed by my own attack.

I push myself back up, and I feel black mana disappear from my body, depleted as the aftereffects catch up to me.

With a deep growl, the monster stands up again, half of its face turned into a bloody mess, none of its teeth remain, as its blood drips. Yet, the monster remains combat capable, very much so.

[Tether - lvl 28 > Tether - lvl 29]

Finally, my skill pierces through the monster’s attempts at disruption with the help of my eyes, and shooting a last weak attack at the monster, I teleport.

I reappear at one of my older anchors that is barely active, close to crumbling after days of staying there. With my body depleted of black mana, I finally have some mental capability to do so and create a small black orb near where I am. Leaving it behind to remove my tracks, I teleport to another anchor. I repeat it multiple times, and then inside one of the smaller buildings on the edge of the city, I fall to the floor.

Thermal energy flows through my body, healing it as much as possible with the help of passive abilities and fighting against the severe aftereffects of the fight.

I examine the sword arm of the monster I still hold, but I find no markings on it, and none of the monster’s mana remains in it after I disrupt it multiple times. Being separated from its owner and purged of mana, the body isn’t quite so extremely durable, so I remove the flesh, leaving me with the blade.

Voidsteel Slicer (Epic): The Voidsteel used in this blade is renowned for its vibration-absorbing qualities, allowing the wielder to cut with unmatched precision and sharpness. The Voidsteel ensures the Slicer is nearly indestructible, effortlessly cutting through almost any material.

Then I glance at my leg which is missing a big chunk. The wound has already closed, and new skin covers it, and as before, when I tested it with my fingertip, the leg will grow back. Given enough time and enough thermal energy, my passive will be able to restore it.

Once again, I create a prosthetic made of dark blue mana connected to the stump of my leg. Part of [Focus] shifts to keeping it up and controlling it, and I try to rotate the ankle, and it moves as a normal leg should.

[Perception] warns me, and I try to teleport, but my [Tether] fails, disrupted. Instead, I create a spherical barrier around me, and crashing through the wall, a blade slashes through it, stopped only by the Voidsteel Slicer in my hand. The sheer force of the attack still sends me crashing through the wall and outside onto the street.

With a deep growl, the Veil Guardian lands on the road. The monster’s movements are more careful than before, and it doesn’t rush to attack. One of its arms is still missing, the blade held by me. There is still a hole through its chest caused by my first attack. Its skin is burned, and one of its eyes is blinded, with its face bearing deep wounds and jawbone gone.

It moves much quicker than I do, and I barely block the next attack.

The blades meet, and I absorb some kinetic energy from the blow, and then my trait activates again. The world of invisible mana opens up again, and I feel the strain on my brain. Even more now without black mana strengthening my body.

Ignoring it, I push through, disrupt the attempts that stop me from teleporting, and then use [Tether], teleporting to one of the anchors I left near where the first fight started.

My body sways, and I deactivate my trait. I feel blood in my mouth, and the prosthetic leg flickers and nearly disappears before I force myself to keep it up. Using the strength of my body, I start running in between the skyscrapers on the road covered in greenery. I use [Resonance] and strengthen my Mantle, keeping as much mana as I can inside my body.

[Resonance - lvl 41 > Resonance - lvl 42]

I enter one of the buildings near the fallen skyscraper and force myself to calm down.

My breathing slows down, and I absorb the movement of my heart, making the beating slow. The Mantle encompasses it all, and [Resonance] disrupts the tiniest particles of mana that escape my Mana Cycling. I disrupt the leg made of mana too. Lastly, I control the heat of my body as well, matching it to the rubble surrounding me.

From the sky, the monster falls, a crater created by the force of the impact. The silence is deafening as the Veil Guardian reaches the place where I appeared after the teleport. Its red eye looks around, full of calm hate and searching.

There are only two anchors left. One near my disciple and the other one near the old healer on the rooftop with the Vitalist.

The monster takes a few slow steps, searching, and looking. Its movements are just as sharp as before, even with the wounds I’ve inflicted.

A minute passes.

Two minutes pass.

The Guardian passes by the building I’m hiding in.

Three minutes.

It returns again, circles, and searches closer to the area where I am. The remaining arm twitches towards the ruins of the buildings where it all started, some of my mana still lingering in the air. After being hit by the attack, the cleanly slashed stone falls, adding to the pile of rubble.

Then the Veil Guardian changes its strategy. The monster stops where it stands, and mana explodes from it, encompassing a huge area. Some sort of domain similar to my [Mana Domain].

Within that sizable area, the gravity increases. And then again. The gravity keeps slowly increasing every few seconds. It causes more rubble to fall, and some weaker buildings tilt and crack. The smaller pieces of the skyscrapers fall from all this height. And the entire time, the monster waits. For a hint of mana. For a scream of pain.

The gravity increases even more, and another skyscraper nearby tilts, standing only on one leg, I crumple onto the ground under that force. I do not fight against it; I do not use mana other than to keep myself covered.

[Focus - lvl 44 > Focus - lvl 45]

The effect of the field isn’t as strong as before because of the area it covers, yet it still weighs me down. It becomes harder to breathe, and I feel dizzy. The blood in my veins moves slower.

The field strengthens, and with it, my dizziness strengthens too. I can feel my heart palpitate. The guardian radiates more mana, and each breath takes extreme effort. Yet, I still do not use my mana to strengthen my body. I keep it all under control, not leaking it at all, not even a bit.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 45 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 46]

My vision blurs and my body starts to tear. The intense gravity attempting to pull the flesh off my bones.

Bones all over my body crack and break. Dozens of them as my body gets pressed against the ground. The pain pierces through my body and reaches my mind.

There is nothing else, just a feeling of my body getting taken apart, the pain, and me controlling my mana. It feels like forever, and I barely even feel a few pieces of ceiling fall on my body, even though they mangle my muscles and break even more bones.

Out of nowhere, the pressure disappears, replaced by a deep groan, and then there is silence. The gravity is back to normal, and gradually even the sound of falling buildings disappears.

Even then, I lay there for hours. I do not heal my body, nor do I stop keeping my mana hidden. I just lay there, inside the half-broken building, somewhere under the rubble.

Only when I hear the rain falling outside do I allow my heart to generate thermal energy and let it activate the passive that heals my body.
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Chapter 291 - In really bad mood


                A day passes, and I remove the rubble from my body, which is now in a better state. However, it still bears plenty of wounds: cracked bones, not fully healed muscles, and a significant chunk of my leg is still missing.

It’s raining once again, and I exit the building, letting the deadly rain fall on my skin, disrupting it with my mana.

[Perception] looks around, and I start walking. I do not use anchors, worried they might be tracked, and I use only a little mana, not knowing where the monster is. Just a bit to keep my body strengthened, allowing me to move faster and cross the rooftops.

It takes a bit longer, but I reach the old granny’s place. At first, I pass by it a few times. As wrecked as my body is, I can’t locate the place with the field that surrounds it. It’s either that or the granny changed the field a little.

When I finally locate it, I enter the rooftop and, triggering a signal, the old woman comes out of the house. Walking between the flower pots, I stop in front of her, standing on one leg and my mana prosthetic. 

She opens her mouth to say something, but that’s when my skill activates. [Redistribution] absorbs her kinetic energy and stops her mouth from moving.

“I will be brief,” I tell her. “On another day, I wouldn’t mind a bit of bickering, but right now, I am in a really bad mood. So now, I will let you go, and you will tell me what you want from me in exchange for healing, or tell me to fuck off.”

I let go of her, and she staggers backward. Her expression turning serious, “I will heal you. We can talk about what you did later. If I ask for something annoying, you can refuse.”

After that, she heads inside the house, and I follow her. She sends out a pulse of mana, which deactivates the item radiating the tranquilizing field. I sit on the chair as she gestures to me.

Her hands touch my shoulder, and warm mana flows into my body, healing me for the first time.

“What the fuck,” she gasps, and I sense her skill observing my body.

She checks the wounds, feels the imbalance between my attributes, and peripherally senses my constant control over my mana.

“WHAT THE FUCK,” she repeats, getting a better image of my body before she starts healing me.

I feel my body sway and my mind spin, but I force myself to stay awake and carefully observe the entire process. Ready to react if she tries anything suspicious, I observe the way she moves her mana. Maybe I could learn a thing or two from her; that’s what I hope for. But in the end, her healing is similar to Lily’s. Yes, weaker and clumsier, but it’s the same at its core.

As she’s healing me, she uses nearly all of her mana. Her healing doesn’t restore my leg. Not because she is incapable, but because she heals the other wounds first. My Phoenix Embrace has healed a lot and given enough time, it would heal the rest. But there are advantages to having an active healing skill, even though she is much lower level than I am.

When she is done, she moves back and sits on the couch in the corner, catching her breath. Meanwhile, I start generating thermal energy with my Thermokinetic Mana Heart and sending it to the places where I’m still hurt and towards my leg. It slowly continues to grow with the help of the passive.

The old woman doesn’t ask anything or bicker with me. When I look at her, she simply says, “I will ask later.”

With a nod, I push myself back onto my feet and turn to leave. Outside of the house, I take a deep breath and jump over the edge of the roof, landing on the road. I absorb the energy of my fall and start running, transferring some of that energy into strengthening.

I head towards the Sanctuary and am close to exiting the city when I feel a signal from Vega. It’s a signal I told her to send only if she needed help.

Disregarding the chance that the guardian will track and follow me, I use [Tether] and teleport to the anchor.

Reappearing in our room, I find Vega in the barrier I made for her. She is fine and holding a knife in her hand, the one I created with [Regalia]. Her heart beats, generating kinetic energy that flows through her body.

Slowly, I turn towards the intruders in the room.

“We were worried! We kept calling for you,” Darren says. “You didn’t answer for close to two days, and when we tried to open the door, they were blocked, so we got inside. The…”

My skill encompasses them all: Darren, Nina, and a few men with them, too. They all freeze, unable to twitch a finger unlike the Veil Guardian I wasn’t able to grasp.

I glance at Vega, scared, in a battle stance in the middle of the barrier and then at the intruders. For a short moment, I fight the urge to release just a bit of my kinetic energy and kill them all. My already terrible mood, which I’ve been pushing to the back of my mind with [Focus], sours even further at this situation. Especially seeing Vega scared, whom I left alone for so long without saying anything.

A cone of kinetic energy bursts forth, about to tear the group apart, but at the last moment, I redirect it, and it obliterates the wall to their left.

A high pitch reverberates in the air, and the wall turns to dust. “Fuck off,” I tell them and release my hold. Without saying anything, they run away, Darren pulling Nina behind him.

Glancing towards Vega, I cancel the barrier surrounding her. My disciple then carefully puts the dagger away but doesn’t relax her body. She looks at me as if expecting to get screamed at or hit.

Instead of saying anything, I just lay on the bed and close my eyes, “I wouldn’t hurt you,” I tell her.

“I know, we made a promise,” her tiny voice sounds, and I hear her taking a few steps closer to me. “Something bad happened?” I can almost feel her eyes on my missing leg.

“Yes, a shitty day.”

Not saying anything, she just climbs onto the bed, and I move over as she lays beside me. Understanding me better than most people here, she doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t offer words of pity, nor does she ask any questions. Vega just lays there, and soon enough, I hear her breathing settle as she falls asleep. Listening to her soft breathing, I synchronize mine with hers.

I wonder if it’s my personality causing me to be in such a mood. Knowing myself as well as I do, I think it is. [Focus] probably added to it by weakening most of my useless emotions.

The Initiate of Pride could be at fault as well. No matter how I look at it, I got screwed over by the Veil Guardian. I still don’t think subclasses affect emotions so much as they reflect the personality of their owner. Maybe I’m wrong, maybe one’s subclass does affect their personality causing them to embody the concepts named. I won’t know for sure until a later stage.

Something touches me, and when I look to the side, I realize it’s Vega. She’s moved closer to me in her sleep and, curled into a ball, she is touching my side with her back. The little half-demon girl looks better than she did at the start of the floor. She is clean, less thin, and her bruises have all been caused by training. Once again, she is wearing clean clothes I bought for her through the system shop.

She gets excited every time I buy her clothes, and I’ve noticed that she keeps the older ones in a bag. They are dirty, often bloodied and torn, yet she holds onto them as if they are some kind of treasure. The same goes for the dagger I made in the first facility, a trash grade uncommon item. Yet, the dagger has been carefully wrapped in a clean cloth and hidden deep in a bag I also gave her.

Such a silly little creature.

Careful to not release any of the thermal energy I’m using for healing, I continue to lay in the bed while cycling my mana.

 







 

It takes a few hours, but Vega slowly wakes up and stretches on the bed like a tiny animal. She then yawns and burrows her face into the sheets before quickly opening her eyes.

Only then does she remember where she is, realizes what she’s resting against, and pulls away.

“I’m sorry,” she quickly blubbers and jumps off the bed.

“That’s a great offense. Shall I call you minion for the day?”

“I’m sorry!” she repeats, not understanding the joke.

“I’m joking, you can calm down,” I comfort her in an attempt to avoid some sort of silly trauma.

Examining my face, she accepts it as truth, and in the end, she adds, “Master always calls me minion, so that’s a dumb punishment.” Vega then moves closer again. After noticing that my mood is better, she returns to her normal self.

She is good at reading people’s moods. She had to learn to avoid catching beatings. She also knows that I, like her, prefer when people act honestly rather than pretending.

Her eyes examine my missing leg, “Does it hurt?”

“Not really.”

“Will master have to live without a leg now?”

“It will regrow.”

“Is master a gray lizard?”

“The last time I checked in the mirror, I was not a gray lizard, minion. What even is that?”

Her fingers poke at the skin that has grown over the wound. She looks at me, “It’s a monster that lives in the forest near my village. They are said to be really tasty, but they’re fast. They can regrow their legs if they lose them.”

“Do you have healers? There are people with skills that can regrow limbs as well.”

Vega nods, “I only heard from songs. They don’t come to the places where people like me live.”

Of course, they don’t. Something tells me that there will be much more trouble for Lily.

“Minion, if you find a healer by chance, try to keep them for yourself as much as you can. Learning some healing skills would be good if you get the chance.”

“I’m Vega, but I will master!”

“Good, something tells me you will need a lot of healing, the same as me.”

My minion gives me a confused look but then glances at my leg and probably remembers the wounds she got while training.

Understanding flashes across her face and then determination follows, “Will do!” she repeats but this time more firmly.

Smart girl.

“Did you get beaten up, master?” her question hits me where it hurts, but she asks so innocently that I don’t even get too annoyed.

“A bit,” I admit.

She turns around and rushes to her bag, taking out some food and pieces of cloth, “That’s okay! Master will surely win the next time. As master said, it’s fine to lose, the winner is whoever is alive in the end!”

I have no answer for that and she smiles at me.

After putting two pieces of the cloth on the ground, she turns to me, “Will master eat with me?”

“Gladly.” 

            


Chapter 292 -  Entirely honest


                Flameheart Medallion (rare) - This copper medallion can unleash a torrent of heat when fueled with mana. Capable of projecting flames, it serves as both an offensive tool to scorch enemies and a defensive mechanism to create barriers of heat that deter attackers.

Edgekeeper Blade (rare) -Cycling mana through this blade dramatically enhances its sharpness, allowing it to cleave through enemy armor and flesh.

Guardian’s Wristband (rare) -By channeling mana, this steel wristband generates an energy field that can forcefully repel enemies and their attacks. The wristband’s protective energy not only guards the wearer but can also be used to push opponents back during close combat.

Beacon Pendant (rare) -When activated by mana, this brass pendant emits a blinding light. This intense illumination can be used to momentarily blind attackers, providing a tactical advantage by disorienting them and making it easier to land attacks.

Not bad at all if I do say so myself. I’m especially surprised by the last one. I mostly just copied the inscriptions and the effect of an item I found on the 4th floor. Still, it did work, even though the item I made is much uglier and probably doesn’t even break mid-rare.

“Minion, here, play,” I give the medallion, blade, and wristband to my disciple. Then I sell the pendant.

Vega quickly and possessively grabs the items and rushes back into her corner of the facility where she continues to train her kinetic demon heart while examining the items.

Just a few hours and my limit of three days will pass, and we will leave the Sanctuary. The plan is to head to the Bastion and maybe explore the Valley while leveling Vega until she gets her Primary class.

Of course, the plan has changed a bit given that I spent nearly two days out dealing with that monster, that I will totally repay for everything it put me through.

The asshole was probably as strong as the Fallen Hero or stronger. It’s hard to measure it properly without fighting both. It’s also a hunter type enemy that can track, and disrupt mana, with a tough body to boot.

Well, at least I took its arm and got myself a nice blade made of Voidsteel or whatever.

Voidsteel Slicer (Epic):The Voidsteel used in this blade is renowned for its vibration-absorbing qualities, allowing the wielder to cut with unmatched precision and sharpness. The Voidsteel ensures the Slicer is nearly indestructible, effortlessly cutting through almost any material.

The blade is extremely durable and sharp. I also tested it, and it works well with my [Resonance]. Surely it qualifies as at least a mid epic weapon. The only disadvantage is that it doesn’t have a handle just a weird metal stump that was connected to the monster’s bones, but I will deal with that later.

I probably could melt some metal and mold it around the stump to make a handle, but it wouldn’t be as durable as the blade. It wouldn’t be as conductive either, and it might crack during a fight.

So for now, I will keep it as it is. I can just form some armor around my body and hold it in a gauntlet. Simple as that.

“Master, they are ugly,” Vega says as she approaches me holding the items I gave her. Even as she cradles them with care.

“Forgive me, Your Highness, next time I will remember to add some golden filigree to fit your delicate tastes,” I reply.

She stares blankly at first, though she smiles after a second. “Okay!” She says before returning to her corner to continue her studies.

I’m indeed not appreciated here.

I return to the mana crystal in front of me and continue to examine it, making sure to remember the inscriptions. I plan to use them as inspiration in the future when I make my own evil lair. I already have a few places in mind when I return to Earth.

One of them is the Moon. Yup, a Moon Base is on the menu! I have to think big, don’t I?

Another idea is a floating city. If I improve my kinetic energy just a little bit, I should be able to make a small island float, right?

Or maybe I can create my evil lair somewhere in the middle of an ocean.

On top of a mountain maybe? I could just decide to be a bit of an asshole and take over a mountain range in Switzerland. Or perhaps some nice valley in Colorado.

My options are endless.

I find it a bit amusing that there are still 4 years left in the tutorial, and yet I’m already thinking about how I’ll abuse my powers after the tutorial. Seeing the floors within the tutorial, Earth will probably have more pressing problems than my floating city.

Feeling Darren approach once more, I sigh and place an anchor near Vega and another near him after expanding my domain. I teleport to his side, startling him to an acceptable degree, but he quickly calms himself and starts observing me with that annoying skill of his.

“First, I would like to apologize, we never wanted to…”

“Sure,” I cut him off.

He looks around, and Nina approaches as well. She bows her head too, followed by the men around them. These are the people that scared Vega and forced their way into my room. They apologize in unison.

At this point, it starts to grate on me. That’s what I get for not appreciating Tess while I had her to deal with things. Even good old Hadwin…Okay, that feels weird, let’s not think any deeper about this.

“So, what do you want?” I ask Darren.

He gestures at his men, and they leave, leaving him and Nina alone with me.

“There is something we wanted to tell you, Nathaniel.” He fixes his clothes a bit and looks straight into my eyes, “I wanted to be entirely honest with you about a few things.”

“Do you mean your meat farm down in the tunnels?” I ask.

His breathing quickens, and his pupils expand. I can feel the kinetic energy as their heartbeats speed up even through their natural barrier. Their stances shift to match.

“I hope you can understand why…” Darren starts carefully.

“Stop using that annoying skill,” I interrupt.

I don’t like the way he looks at me or the way he’s trying to read me. Sure, I’m a hypocrite, I’m doing the same thing after all, but I don’t feel like I owe anything to a bunch of cannibals.

The probing sensation disappears, and the way he looks at me changes. He starts looking a bit more unsure as if he was trying to guess my mood or reaction.

“We have over three thousand people here in the Sanctuary,” his voice, but a whisper in the halls of the facility. “We wouldn’t be able to feed everyone without constant deaths. The animals move further out over time to avoid being killed. There are weeks when we can’t catch anything at all.”

Nina moves closer and puts her hand on her father’s shoulder.

“Trust me, if we had any other option, we’d take it. Of course,” he emphasizes. “We only give the kids meat we sourced from hunting animals. And the food we gave to you was always from animals.”

In this, I trust him. I checked after finding out. Well, it’s not like we ate the food they gave us. I always threw it away.

“Does everyone know?” I ask.

Darren shakes his head, “Not everyone knows. I know what you’re probably thinking, give people the chance to decide on their own. But Nathaniel, even if they knew and had a choice, it would only hurt them. I know it’s not morally right, and I will bear full responsibility for it and the punishment, whatever it may be. All while hoping we will find a way to go on without doing this.”

That’s when Nina joins in, “Father likes to talk a lot, so I will say it. If you stay here, if you help us, we believe we will be able to get by without it. We know that you are strong and if you would help us to hunt just a few high-level animals once in a while, it could be enough food for weeks.”

It almost makes me laugh, “Did that man agree to help you, or did you force him from the start?”

Darren takes over again, “Irvin agreed at the start. He really wanted to help, but after some time, he… partially changed his mind. So my predecessor did what he had to. I believe Irvin could escape if he really wanted to; I think he still wants to help us anyways.”

Finally, the man’s mask cracks a bit, showing his frustration, “I know how shitty all of this is. I know!” he nearly shouts. “I just don’t know what else to do. I really don’t…”

A shitty situation indeed.

“I will be leaving in a few hours,” I tell him.

The facility becomes eerily quiet, even Vega listening to our conversation.

With a sigh, Darren nods, “I will leave you to your things then, Nathaniel. Thanks for everything.”

After he leaves, I move back to the facility where Vega is waiting for me. “It’s rude to eavesdrop on other people’s conversations,” I tell her.

“But master does it all the time!” She looks at me, slightly confused.

“Masters can do whatever they want.” I pinch her cheek a bit. “How is your mana orb coming?”

“It’s still very small and pale blue, but I can hold it a bit longer now,” she forms one over her hand, showing off the results of her hard work.

At the same time, she keeps sending her mana senses into the area, constantly wary of danger. Partially, she also does something to her Kinetic Demon Heart.

Unlike my [Focus] which I tend to concentrate on a single thing, she uses her [Concentration] a bit differently. Like me, she can concentrate on a single task, and I can split my [Focus] into multiple “threads.” But Vega seems to have a better talent for using [Concentration] on multiple things at once. Of course, each “instance” isn’t as powerful as focusing on a single thing, but even then it has its advantages.

I’ve already decided not to stop her from doing so. It will be more helpful if she does something she has talent for rather than blindly following my advice.

“Good job,” I hand her a small mana stone, “You can train with this too. It should help you a bit.”

“Thanks!” She immediately takes the stone and rushes to the spot where she keeps all her things. All carefully guarded like the hoard of an old dragon.

I turn to return to examining the mana crystal for the last time when the transmitter in my pocket activates. This time it feels weird, a bit different from before when Darren used it.

(I hope I got your frequency correct, so answer if you hear me, Mr. Fucked Attribute Balance.)

(That’s a rude thing to say to a cute young man, granny,) I send back.

(My old ass is cuter than you.)

Okay, now I really feel insulted.

But she continues before I can answer, (I don’t like to waste my words, so I will be brief. You owe me, right? Do you intend to pay me back, or should I forget about it because it means nothing to you?)

(If you ask for too much, I will refuse, but yes, I owe you something.)

(Good. Do you remember the man they keep in the tunnel and use as cattle? My father?)

(It’s hard to forget.)

(Good. In exchange for all the help I gave you, I want you to kill him.)

The already shitty situation became even shittier.

            


Chapter 293 - To pay you back


                Taking a few steps, I reach the open circular iron door that leads to the facility, and from where I stand, I look towards the city that is in a half-spherical cave.

As I noticed before, there are plenty of buildings that seem much older than the others. They are likely the original buildings of the cave. Yet even they show the passage of time. There are scratches, and there is rust on the surface.

There are even a few cracks on some taller ones. The newer buildings are mostly made of wood, with some clay-like material for daubing. The city isn’t perfectly clean, no matter how people try, there just isn’t enough water.

People are even wearing clothes that are made from old cloth or leather. Plenty of them are thin and scarred. Everyone seems to have something to do, trying to be useful to keep the Sanctuary going.

And plenty of them are cannibals without ever knowing, eating meat they think comes from the animals hunted outside.

(Why such a change of heart?) I finally ask the granny, (You seemed of a different opinion before.)

I’m honestly curious.

(Will you do it?) she asks me instead.

I then think about it for a bit longer and answer, (I will free him and give him the chance to kill himself. The decision will be on him.)

(Ha! Even if it means he might kill himself and most of the people will die of hunger sooner or later?)

(Weird thing to say after what you asked of me. So, is that sufficient to pay you back?)

(I guess I will have to live with that much. Yes, consider your debt repaid.)

After that, the connection turns off, and I break the transmitter in my hand and watch as pieces of it fall to the ground.

I send my mana ahead, and a thermal orb forms in front of me, which I start to fill with golden thermal energy.

I’ve officially completed the quest to find out what’s happening in the Sanctuary, and I’ve already gotten a thousand shards. I also filled more tanks with water and filtered it, but that hasn’t completed the other one asking me to help the survivors. I plan to try one more thing, but with 10 days left until the end of my 3 weeks with my disciple, it’s time to head north.

“Minion, stay here for a bit, okay?” She doesn’t react, even as I say this, totally focused on her training to the point where she isn’t even checking her surroundings.

I would be a bit more annoyed if it wasn’t something I do myself.

Instead of trying to talk to her again, I just create a barrier in front of the door to the facility and then use the anchor I left on the surface.

With a push of kinetic energy, I send myself high into the air and then deeper into the forest.

[Perception] fires off as I start looking for animals. Even they are quite abnormal. In a place where veil shriekers roam freely, only the stronger ones have survived. Well, them and the ones that have learned to avoid them.

With the speed I’m flying at, it doesn’t take that long, and I locate the first one.

[Berserk boar - lvl 190]

The boar detects me while I’m hovering in the air. Its eyes turn blood red. There is no mana, and I detect it as an animal with a full physical build.

I create an anchor near its eye and send a sharp explosion of kinetic energy through, obliterating half of its face. The monster sways, and for a moment, it looks like it will fall, but then the wound starts healing, fully restoring itself. I send three more piercing attacks through the monster, each burrowing deeper into its head. There it reaches the skull which disperses and reflects the attack.

As it’s healing, its head little more than a bloody skull, the boar jumps into the air, using its sheer strength to reach me. A single red eye glowing maniacally.

I avoid it with ease, and when the boar falls back to the ground, I quickly create and compress a mana arrow. I boost it with kinetic energy, and it pierces through the animal’s skull. I tried to avoid damaging the body too much at first; there is no way I won’t show the beauty of a full mana build to someone focused on physical stats.

The boar wobbles, healing even that wound. The feeling I get from its body becomes even more dangerous.

With a sigh I allow myself to settle on the ground and my mana radiates into the area.

[Redistribution] grabs and holds the monster, even though its strength is nothing to scoff at.

I take a few steps and touching its head I release the kinetic energy I’ve collected, exploding most of its head and the entirety of its brain.

[You have defeated Berserk Boar - lvl 190]

Then I touch its body and send it through [Tether] to the anchor I left at the main entrance to the Sanctuary.

I check the side quest and it’s still not completed. Collecting more kinetic energy I lift off again and [Perception] sends a pulse into the area. I reduce the amount of details it collects and focus more on extending the range. Sensing multiple presences, I fly towards them for half a minute and land on top of one of the bigger trees.

Down in the clearing, there is a group of animals.

[Lightning Bison - lvl 122]

[Lightning Bison - lvl 180]

[Lightning Bison - lvl 165]

[Lightning Bison - lvl 198]

[Lightning Bison - lvl 201]

[Lightning Bison - lvl 200]

They detect me nearly immediately but don’t seem to be too bothered. Only two of them that are over 200 look at me. Projectiles form over their bodies like arrows made of lightning and shoot toward me.

Before the projectiles even reach me I disrupt them and continue to observe the animals.

They are all probably twice or thrice the size of bison on Earth. Their fur is brown with streaks of lighter brown that look like lightning. Their horns are bigger than the horns the ones on Earth have. The horns are transparent and look as if they have lightning trapped inside of them.

I return fire with a mana arrow as a test.

It meets with a barrier of lightning created by one of the bison and they all turn to me. The attacks on my position intensify, bombarding me with a barrage of lightning which I continue to disrupt. For a second I activate my trait and observe the attack and change the level of disruption I’m using, lowering the expenditure of mana.

At one point they destroy the tree I’m standing on and as it falls I hold myself in the air. Behind me six javelins form and I start compressing them, making them heavier and stronger. It’s not to the point of the javelin I used against the Veil guardian, but I wouldn’t call them weak either.

The group of Bison senses that, but they don’t seem to be too bothered. Even their attacks seem halfhearted as if they were trying to send an annoying fly away.

It might be me hiding most of my mana or them not having to deal with any real threats. Hell, they may be dumb as heck for all I know or waiting for me to drop my guard.

When I feel like all six javelins are strong enough, I turn to them.

Finally sensing something, they form a domed barrier around their group, the six of them working in unison.

Without hesitating, I release all the kinetic energy I’ve been collecting and boost all of the javelins right after sending a disrupting wave through the anchor I left near the Bisons.

The disrupting wave weakens the barrier and the heavy and extremely boosted javelins pierce through the rest.

Each of the mana javelins pierces through the head of one of the monsters.

[You have defeated Lightning Bison - lvl 122]

[You have defeated Lightning Bison - lvl 165]

[You have defeated Lightning Bison - lvl 180]

Half of them die immediately and only the stronger ones survive the wound. They roar and start collecting mana, lightning flickering around their bodies.

I use the anchor I left near them and teleport, [Regalia] forming armor around myself while I take out the Voidsteel slicer. [Resonance] flows through the blade, synchronizing with it and making it even sharper and infusing it with mana disrupting properties. Before they even react, I remove one of their heads.

[You have defeated Lightning Bison - lvl 201]

Lightning tries to jump from its body to the blade and me, but it’s disrupted the moment it touches the metal.

The remaining two move at surprising speed, their horns elongating and the front of their heads emitting a shield-like barrier full of lightning.

I boost my body, dodging the attack and matching the speed of the monsters. The blade slashes again, removing another head.

[You have defeated Lightning Bison - lvl 198]

A lightning attack from the remaining bison disperses on my armor and I let its charge hit me. As the attack lands, I absorb the kinetic energy of the charge and my body doesn’t even move from the spot. More lightning explodes all around us, tearing the ground apart and exploding the trees, giving me goosebumps as I feel the hair on my scalp rise.

I transfer absorbed kinetic energy into strengthening my body and move to the side and slash again.

The Bison tries to block the attack, but the blade ignores all the defenses.

[You have defeated Lightning Bison - lvl 200]

I calm down my mana and continue to search for any danger while I step closer to the monster. For a while, I examine its body.

The skin isn’t as tough as I thought it was and the only part that interests me is the horns. So I take some time to remove all the horns before using [Tether] to send them to the Sanctuary.

This time a big chunk of my mana disappears. The expenditure isn’t as big as if the Bisons were alive or if I had to deal with a natural barrier. I’ve tried it before but using an anchor on someone who isn’t much weaker than me is extremely difficult. Well, it’s not like I don’t have enough mana anyway.

When they are gone, I check the side quest again. And nothing.

With a sigh, I lift off and head towards another group of animals.

 







 

After sending through a few dozen more animals, the quest has finally been completed and I receive 1000 shards. The entire time, I made sure I was hunting them far enough at places where the survivors would never go. I did it to avoid scaring off the animals they usually hunt.

When I use the anchor to reappear in front of the Sanctuary, the giant doors are wide open, and it looks like the entire city is there, skinning or moving the animals inside. They are carefully taking the skins, bones, organs, everything. Nothing seems to go to waste.

Hundreds of people jostling about, children laughing, adults smiling. Every one of the unknowing cannibals seems to be happy. Some of them start to notice me and rush me with big smiles on their faces.

I quickly use another anchor and reappear near Vega. When she doesn’t react to my presence, too focused on her training, I grab one of her small horns and shake her head.

She doesn’t even try to push my hand away, resigned to her fate, knowing that her best option is to hope I get bored. That amuses me even more, and I continue to wobble and gently shake her head for an entire minute. The way she tries to hide her annoyance makes it even more fun. To frustrate her even more, I stop when she is reaching out to push my hand away.

“Minion, your awareness sucks,” I tell her, “Anyway, get ready and pack your things, we’re about to leave. I will be back soon after dealing with one more thing.”

My senses flow into the Sanctuary and I quickly find Darren and Nina. Teleporting outside of the facility where Vega is packing our stuff, I move towards them.

            


Chapter 294 - Heading North


                A group of ten or so people, including Darren and Nina, waits for me near the facility that Vega and I were using. Even though most of them seem happy, there is an awkwardness to their smiles. It deepens even more when I reach them.

Before Darren says anything, I interrupt him with a listening finger, “You can use that annoying skill of yours. It will make things a bit easier.”

He closes his mouth, and his forehead furrows. A hint of worry on his face.

“I want to thank you for what you did. The amount of food you gave us should be able to last for years,” he says carefully.

That’s true. Most of the animals I brought were higher level, and just a little bit of their meat is enough to feed a low level human. And that is what most of the survivors here are.

“Good, I want you to tell everyone what they were eating all these years.”

The smile disappears from everyone’s faces. I don’t fail to notice Nina watching me with newfound interest. She’s the only one from the group that seems intrigued.

“I understand where you are coming from, but we just can’t. Even though the food we have will last for years, the time will come when we will need…”

His words die off in the tunnel as he uses his skill. His face gradually pales. He shifts uncomfortably and tries to say something, but no words come out of his mouth.

I speak in his place, “Darren, I’m this close,” I gesture with my hand, “to killing everyone standing here. This fucking close to dyeing the walls of this shitty bunker with your flesh and blood.”

His face pales further even though I’m not even releasing any mana or threatening him otherwise.

I take a step towards him, “I will go to check on the man down in the tunnels. I will free him and give him the opportunity to kill himself if he wishes to do so. Or he can leave and fight you guys. If he really wants to, he can stay down there. It’s up to him.”

Darren’s mouth opens and closes. He probably wants to say something about children or women. People dying without food. The same old bullshit.

But I don’t care. They should know. Then they can kill Darren for doing this to them if they wish to. Or they can embrace what they were doing and continue doing so, becoming savages. What’s important is the choice Darren never gave them.

“Sounds good, right, Darren? So meanwhile, while I’m down there with your surprise meat supplier, you will go and talk to everyone in the Sanctuary.”

The only one from the group with a different expression from the others is Nina. She looks relieved. Is this something she’s always wanted to do without ever finding the courage?

Looking at them one last time, I place an anchor as far as I can and repeat it a few times until I teleport down to the tunnels. Irvin sits there on the bed as before, surrounded by blood and pieces of his limbs in the corner.

“One grumpy granny sends her greetings, a Vitalist. Now that I think about it, I never asked for her name.” I tell him while taking a few steps towards him.

He doesn’t react at all for a while, so I start examining the silver collar on his neck.

The collar looks extremely delicate yet it’s surprisingly tough and covered in a web of inscriptions. There is no mana stone or anything else. It’s just mana-conductive metal that takes mana from its wearer and uses it to produce some sort of disrupting effect.

As I examine the collar, the man speaks to my surprise, “Her name is Valery, she is my daughter.”

“Huh, really? She looks much older than you.”

His eyes cloud, and he smiles as if remembering something funny, “She never cared about her appearance nor has she ever tried to use her skills in that way. Always thought of others first.”

He then looks at me, “There is no use. Darren destroyed the key long ago and without it, you won’t be able to…”

“Done!” I say and the collar opens with a soft click.

Shortly, I check the item.

Null Collar (Epic):Actively disrupts the wearer’s magical attempts and skills, using absorbed mana to diminish both magical potency, strength, and dexterity.

“How? Just how?!”

“What do you mean? It was affecting your mana and stats, not mine. I just needed to find a few switches and deactivate it. It wasn’t that difficult.”

“There is no way…” he shakes his head, “You wasted your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

I move the thermal orb I had been filling for a long time and let it float in the air in front of him.

While he looks at it, I explain, “If you touch the orb, it will release all of its energy. It should be able to kill you just fine.”

Even while talking to him, I observe the collar. It’s as good an item as I thought it would be. A really nice reward and either an upper epic or close to it.

“Did you help me and remove the collar just so you could keep it?” the man asks.

I ignore his question. “Your daughter’s helped me and my disciple a few times so I’m helping her in exchange, and you by extension. You now have multiple options. You can stay here and continue what you were doing. You can go out and kill Darren and others to get revenge. You can escape and find your daughter. Or you can just die if you can’t live with memories of what happened,” I glance at the thermal orb floating in the air.

I take a few steps away from him, “Take your time if you want. The Sanctuary now has enough food to last them for a few years and find a different way. And around now everyone should be learning what they were eating.”

“How could you…” the man’s voice is quiet, without any energy, “Do you know how many people might die because of what you have done.”

There being no need for more words I take one of the transmitters I stole and copy the frequency Granny used to contact me. Then I throw the transmitter to the man. Before he can answer, I teleport to my disciple.

Our stuff is already packed and even Vega is ready. I take the bags and throw them over my shoulders.

Vega comes closer and lifts her arms so I can lift her onto my chest.

With a sigh, I do so, and she puts her ear against my chest while I boost my body and move through the tunnels. Much faster than if she had to run.

The tunnels are empty, not a single human is there, all of the presences I can feel are in the main cave where Darren, Nina, and others who knew about the tunnel stand and talk to the people. There is screaming, there are tears, and some of them are even throwing up. Mana fills the air and weapons have been drawn.

I reach the entrance to the sanctuary without being bothered and use mana arms to unlock the door and then carefully channel kinetic energy to force it open. The massive iron door slowly opens and I exit, closing it behind me in the same fashion.

An hour later, I’m still flying and there is no kill notification for the man down in the tunnels.

“Master, I want to learn to fly too,” Vega says.

We are high in the air, flying towards the north. I’m flying much slower than I’m capable of to avoid hurting her. I also get to enjoy the view this way. Currently, we are over a cloud bank watching the sunset. As far as I can see there are only clouds, lit in beautiful golden light. Even after all this time, it feels somewhat unreal and beautiful.

“Maybe at around level 150 or 200, you will start flying.” I slow down and float there.

The eyes of the little half-demon are wide open, she’s still not used to flying, and she holds on to me like a baby koala. She is still looking around, taking it all in.

“From so high everything looks so small and our problems seem unimportant, right?” I move us lower and we pass through the clouds and stop right under.

As far as I can see there are mountains, hills, giant trees, and valleys. Once in a while there are even ruined cities from before the war. And all of it seems so small.

“I’m not even level 20,” Vega complains.

“There is something we can do about that,” I lower us and float towards the spot where I sense movement.

And it’s as expected. The most terrifying enemy. The animals with the worst curse. Bambi’s curse. A group of 10 deer rests on the small clearing while two more keep watch. The guards are sending their mana senses into the forest surrounding them while their antlers shine with a pale blue color.

They are called Windrider Deer and all of them are around level twenty. That surprises me a bit, to see how low-level they are. So I fly around a bit and only then do I notice that the entire forest where they are is encompassed in inscriptions that work like the granny’s setup. These inscriptions don’t seem to be directed at humans so much as they are monsters and other animals.

Oh my, did we cross into someone’s farm?

“Minion, what do you think about stealing?”

She blinks a few times and then says carefully while gauging my reaction, “If master is fine with…”

“Yup, totally fine.”

“I don’t mind it at all!” She then looks around, “What are we going to steal?”

“We have a few monsters for you to play with. There is something called Bambi’s curse and it’s likely to be passed from master to disciple knowing the system. So it’s good for you to get experience facing this sort of monster.”

“C-curse?”

I keep us afloat maintaining our view of the herd of deer and make my voice deeper, “It all started with a single fucking deer that a girl called Tess killed. Disciple, let me tell you, even though I had no prior experience skinning an animal I believe I did very well. Yet ever since that day, this curse has been something I’ve had to live with…”

 







 

The last deer falls dead and along with him, Vega slides against a tree. Wounds cover her body, her heart is beating wildly and there is barely any mana left inside of her.

“I can choose a Primary class now, master. I did it…” she gets out in between gasps for air. Even though she is so wounded she is happy.

“You stopped checking your surroundings,” I remind her again.

I can see how difficult it is for her right now, but a trickle of mana extends from her as she starts examining her surroundings again.

Her smile starts to disappear from her face when I add, “Otherwise very good job.”

“Thank you!” The smile brightens her face again immediately.

“I especially liked how you dealt with the 5th one. Cutting off a piece of its antler and gouging out its eye with it was a nice move.”

“The antler was very conductive, master! I was able to extend my mana inside of its head!”

“Yes, I noticed that. It also scared the 6th deer, so that’s a bonus.”

“It did?”

“Yes, when you did that, the deer stopped attacking you and went on the defensive, and that was a mistake.”

“Oh, I see now!”

“Anyway, for now, go through your Primary classes, and when you are done, you will tell me what you think is the best option. We will then go over the options, and you will try to defend your choice.”

“Yes!”

“Meanwhile, I will do a bit of skinning and try to smoke some meat.”

“Please be careful not to strengthen the curse, master!” Vega warns me before going through the options.

            


Chapter 295 - The Bastion


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey guys! I wanted to mention that “Hell Difficulty Tutorial” will be stubbing Book 1 at the end of the month (April) and will be published on Amazon on May 14th.

Book 1 will be taken down (Chapters 1-101) at the end of April. 



I will give more information in a post-chapter author’s note, so check it out if you’re interested.

 



 



                

                We unlocked our primary classes after entering the second floor. For me, it was around level 24, if I remember correctly. Vega got offered hers at level 20.

“I like Kinetic Channeler and Ether Warrior the most!” my disciple says in the end.

She gets to choose between 5 classes, unlike the 10 I was offered, and that makes me wonder. Do those choices reflect things she’s done? Or is there a difference between going through the tutorial and leveling with the normal system?

“You like Kinetic Channeler the most because it’s connected to your demon heart?” I ask her.

“Yes!” she says without hesitation.

Damn weirdo demons, half-demons, and their obsession with hearts.

Vega continues, “I like what master told me before! I want to learn how to make an antomic bomb. Mana Channeler sounds nice too, but I like using my body more.”

“Do you like Kinetic Channeler because you hope it will help you learn how to fly quicker?” I ask again.

“Yes!” Once again, she answers without hesitation.

I can only sigh at that. In the end, she wants to master kinetic energy. During the fight with the deer, she used it for a split second to try to push one of the deer away. She failed, but ever since she’s been practicing and trying to replicate it.

It’s not a bad choice, either. The class will probably synergize well with her heart. She could use kinetic energy for attacks like me and maybe even learn to absorb kinetic energy without needing to use [Redistribution].

Vega also has enough talent to do multiple things at once, so she could find a way to synchronize it with her skills.

As for [Mana Manipulation], well, she has [Concentration] too. So just these two skills could be enough to allow her to create mana bombs or try to learn a skill similar to [Armament].

“Okay, pick Kinetic Channeler.”

With a big smile, she does just that and continues to read the notifications and her status.

“I got a rare passive called Kinetic Storage, master! Rare!” She tries to move and jump to her feet, but her wounds stop her, and she squeaks in pain. Yet, she is still smiling, “My active skill is Kinetic Barrier and I even got 5 points to mana and two to every other stat!”

That sounds like a defensive skill, surprisingly, but damn, Kinetic Storage sure sounds good. I should look for a similar epic passive later. Even though I got Mana Reservoir so long ago I still consider it the strongest epic passive I have. If the passives have low, mid, and upper grading like items, then Mana Reservoir is for sure upper.

“We will test them later; for now, rest.”

Then, even though I told her to get some rest, I watch as she starts testing her skills. I’m not even surprised.

She uses her Kinetic Barrier, and this creates a thin, skin-tight layer over her skin. Vega takes out a knife and prods at the barrier with the handle. I watch as the barrier gives a bit, and when I activate my Mana Wavelength Iris, I can see how the “attack” disperses. Some of the attack’s energy even seems to be absorbed by what I think is her passive.

At the moment, I think the passive works like my Mana Reservoir and will allow her to store and use stored kinetic energy for attacks. In the future, she could use it to strengthen her body or maybe do something with her heart.

So far, so good. What she lacks is a ranged attack, but we will try to do something about that.

I leave her to her training and open the community.

Savant (Hell, Alone) -no, I won’t tell you how I cleared the 4th floor.

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) -oh, come on!

Knight (Hell, group 4) -as if you didn’t expect that answer.

NotDennis (Hell, group 4) -we just need Noname to beat up Savant during the tournament. I bet that will make Savant a bit less cocky.

Savant (Hell, Alone) -You’re free to try. I don’t mind if you attack me all at once, either.

NotAaron (Hell, group 4) -ha! You just cleared the 4th floor, and we have been on the 5th one for nearly two weeks already!

Sset (Hell, group 4) - NotAaron, don’t forget that it means Savant killed one of the Calamities alone.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Why would I only kill one Calamity?

NotDennis (Hell, group 4) -well, fuck.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - mana is the best stat.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - food!

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Food is not a stat, Biscuit.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - FOOD!

What?! Really?

Savant (Hell, Alone) - At least that corgi makes more sense than some of the Group 4 members.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - How do you like the 5th floor so far?

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Not very much, to be honest. I’m still waiting for my disciple, so I can gauge things properly.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I think you will be surprised.

I let Group 4 bully Savant a bit longer and then disconnect from the community. That reminds me that I should probably check easy and other difficulties once in a while. There could be more information to be had.

I glance toward the deer meat hanging on sticks made of mana, I’ve placed a few thermal orbs nearby, in an attempt to dry the meat. It probably won’t be as good as properly smoked meat, but I used some spices I brought from the 4th floor, so it shouldn’t be terrible. Sure, it’s not like we are lacking food at the moment, but it’s fun to try.

Just like my disciple, I refuse to slack off and so I’m examining my body, trying to figure out how to use black mana more. I’ve also been keeping a small orb of black mana at my side at all times. I force it under my [Mana Domain] and keep trying to learn more.

A few days ago, before the fight with the Veil Guardian, I did another round of active tempering, which gained me 15 stats in constitution, 5 in dexterity, and 5 in strength. One point in mana, too. That made me even happier.

My stats are looking nice as always:

Lvl 218

Strength: 108

Dexterity: 106

Constitution: 261

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 856 + 856

I also have close to 12 thousand shards that I’ve decided to keep. I don’t know what awaits me in the Valley or in the Bastion, so I want to have them ready. It also might be a good idea to start saving them for a time when I can buy items and passives of higher than epic rarity.

My pinkie cracks and twists, a rush of mana tearing it apart as I lose control for a moment while trying to control the black orb.

As quickly as I can, I reduce my output and check on Vega. Thankfully, she seems fine. I got hurt even with my passives and control because of the amount of mana I’m using, so I’d rather be careful. I start again, more carefully this time.

Both of us spend a few hours training like that until I collect some of the food and pack it.

Vega lifts her arms in the air, and I grab her under the armpits and lift her onto my chest where she nestles her head against my chest. Once in a while, her tiny horn pokes my chin or neck, but I decide to let it go.

Examining the map etched onto the small mana stone, I fly towards the Bastion. I avoid the places marked as dangerous zones— the domains of strong monsters, ruins of old cities with active weapons, or places where the Veil is particularly active. Some of the places I’m avoiding are as big as small countries, zones where Champion-level opponents clashed, the only things left behind are mana radiation, and remnants of skills.

I mean, damn, even after a hundred years or something like that, these places are dangerous enough to kill people. They probably aren’t dangerous to more powerful individuals, but it’s still telling. If given the opportunity, I should check on them without Vega present.

Our flight continues like that until we reach the mountain behind which the Bastion lies. I notice Vega starting to get cold, so I generate and release a small amount of thermal energy, and that makes her cling to me even more.

When I meet her eyes, she averts her gaze. “I’m sorry, master.” She weakens her hold a bit.

“I don’t mind,” I tell her.

Her ruby colored eyes shine for a moment, and she holds me tighter again. She is just like a little animal. A baby koala clinging to her mother. I’m not too dumb to understand that.

Vega has grown up on the streets alone. She is half-demon, and most of the humans in her village hated her for it. She doesn’t have anyone to rely on. And she’s what? 6 years old? She’s just a little kid. It makes sense that she’s starved for warmth.

She reminds me a little of Lily, who has similar tendencies, and that makes me wonder if Lily doesn’t have a similar past. At this point, I wouldn’t even be surprised if all of the group 4 were a bit twisted like that. Everyone other than me, of course. I’m the most normal person here. It’s the rest of group 4 that just can’t stop being scary.

As I’m thinking about these things, I pass over one of the larger rocks and finally catch sight of the Bastion. Just as Nina described it in our conversations.

The Bastion is what used to be called a Skyhold Bastion, a floating island if you will. An island big enough to house around fifty thousand people. Skyhold Bastions were mostly used for war before the collapse or as guild halls for powerful guilds. Some even served as houses for the rich.

Very few pieces of information were left behind, and there’s barely anyone left from before the war. And all of it was caused by the Veil.

So there it is, the Bastion. It has fallen to the ground, nestled in between two mountains, one of which has partially collapsed onto the city. The stones have buried around 20% of the Bastion.

The base of this floating island is a perfect half-sphere with giant circuits on the bottom and countless smaller ones. Even from afar, I can see that the circuits are made from a different, crystalline material while the rest of the base is made of white stone.

There are even a few of the original buildings left standing in the Bastion. A tower in the middle and a few more all over the fallen island. There are a lot of structures built by the people who currently live there, and most of them have been made of wood or stone.

The entire Bastion is slightly tilted to the left, and even from our distance, its presence feels overwhelming.

Yes, there are people dozens or hundreds of times stronger. People with skills, items, and other stuff. So building something like this probably isn’t as impossible a task as it would be on Earth. But still, it’s hard to take it all in. The Bastion’s diameter is probably on par with the length of Central Park or the Golden Gate Bridge? It’s hard to say.

I glance at Vega who can’t stop staring at it, her mouth drops open and her eyes spread wide. It’s a funny sight, so I etch it into my memory.

When I look around, there doesn’t seem to be anything too interesting. Ahead sit a few more mountains and a grassy plain with a few trees leading up to the Bastion. To the right, stand still more mountains, and behind them, I can sense immense mana. Yup, even as far away as I am, I can feel the mana from the Valley.

When I activate my eyes I can see it, a dark cloud or thick mist that hangs inertly over the Valley, which is multiple times the size of the Bastion. And the sheer density of that mana is something else.

I poke Vega, “Keep checking your surroundings, minion. And you forgot to control your heart. Try to not get hurt.”

“Maybe I got Bambi’s curse, just like master!” the little half-demon says smugly.

I notice that she starts doing what I told her and scanning our surroundings.

As a reward, I poke her squishy cheek, “It doesn’t work like that. Anyways, let’s check the Bastion.”

“Yes!”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    So, Book 1 will be stubbed soon and I want to address the most important things before I start rambling.

Does stubbing mean you will stop posting on Royal Road?

Nope, I will continue to post on RR with the same schedule (5 chapters per week), as well as on ScribbleHub and Patreon, and I plan to do so until the end of the story. I only stub chapters that go into books once every three months, two weeks before the book is released on Amazon - that’s the release schedule I’ve agreed upon with my publisher.

I want to keep 2 entire books on RR for at all times. With chapter 295, Book 3 should end or will be ending soon, so even as Book 1 is removed, there will still be 2 complete books left to read. Both of them quite chonky.

Why do you need to remove chapters 1-101?

The chapters need to be removed due to Amazon’s Kindle Unlimited (KU) exclusivity thingy. I will remove these chapters around May 1st, and then around May 14th, the book will be available on Amazon. The chapters will also be removed from Patreon. I dislike removing them since I would prefer to keep them here, but it is what it is. 

Chapters 1-101 will make Book 1. It has been professionally edited, with some minor changes made by me. Despite the chapters lacking at places I still love them and I chose not to rewrite them too much to preserve their original “magic.”

Why did you decide to do this?

I hope it will allow me to quit my day job. I’ve been working full-time while writing, editing, and publishing 5 chapters per week without any breaks for over a year. I hope to transition to writing full-time, what would allow me to write more. I also have plenty of ideas for another story, but “Hell Difficulty Tutorial” is my absolute priority, and I won’t start another story unless I’m 100% sure it won’t interfere with HDT.

So, who is affected by stubbing?

Only readers on RR who will discover the story after I’ve stubbed it. They’ll need to read it on Amazon (if they wish) before returning to RR to continue reading for free. This also affects readers who want to re-read Book 1 chapters. However, you will still get 5 chapters per week for free (or in exchange cute corgi pictures/GIFs), and occasionally I will annoy throw in Patreon plug. 

You can reread Book 1 chapters before I stub them or check them out on Amazon later. It is up to you.



Will there be an audiobook?

Yup, I picked a narrator that I think fits Nathaniel really well. I haven’t heard it yet, but the audiobook should be available by May 14th as well.





Now, for my ramble. A really short one.

First, I want to thank everyone for reading, following, and favoriting my story. Special thanks goes to everyone who left nice review. Your support has helped my story grow a lot.

Over a year has passed since I started posting here on RR, and what a journey it has been. I remember being happy about reaching a thousand followers, and now there are over 14 thousand of you. Many of you found me through the silly ads I made, which I still find funny for some reason.

Sometimes I take the number of followers and views on the chapters into a different perspective, and it’s quite scary. The city I live in is around that size as well. So, what the heck, actually.

Anyway, I’m excited for Book 1. I expect the worst so I won’t feel disappointed, but secretly I hope it will do great. 



If you have any questions, throw them at me in the comments.





Once again thank you, have a nice weekend, and see you next week!



                



Chapter 296 - Rebellious phase


                Darren warned me before to be careful approaching the Bastion. Apparently, some of its old defenses still work and are powerful enough to kill higher-leveled monsters and humans. There is even a rumor that it once defended against a Veil Guardian. Yup, there are multiple Veil Guardians, and the one that kicked my ass is just one of many.

Well, before this floor ends, I will pay him a visit, so it’s fine. I’m totally not pissed off, nope. I’m totally not bottling it under my [Focus]. I’m totally fine.

Anyway, [Focus] is totally the best skill.

I place another mana projectile and, with Vega in hand, I jump to the side. A barrier I create deflects the attack, and I disrupt another one. I sense another presence under my feet, as it gets closer, I stomp, releasing a burst of kinetic energy from my feet.

[You have defeated Corpseeater - lvl 99]

[You have defeated Corpseeater - lvl 89]

I manipulate my mana slowly so Vega can watch, and surround us in it. It radiates gently around us, as I make sure to keep it from hurting my disciple. I form the mana I’ve released into a set of armor twice my height, lifting us into the air, and suspending us in the chest of the armor. I haven’t had an opportunity to show off my mana mech until now. I encompass it in my [Mana Domain] and control it with [Mana Manipulation].

I don’t even use [Infusion], even at this level it should be enough. I move us, using an arm to grab the monster, which spews an acid-like substance at us, slightly corroding the mana.

Then I send a signal to the hand, and it closes, crushing the monster.

[You have defeated Poisoneater - lvl 123]

Another poisonous attack lands on the chest of the armor but doesn’t manage to reach Vega or me. I take a few steps, moving to intercept a monster that reminds me of a horribly mutated frog with six thin limbs.

The brave monster doesn’t run. Either too proud or dumb to bother, it keeps spewing its acid onto my armor, corroding some of the mana and creating some sort of vapor. It continues to do so even as I lift a leg, and its final attack collides with the sole of my oversized boot.

Then I stomp on the monster, its blood splattering the surroundings.

[You have defeated Poisoneater - lvl 113]

“Minion, if you ever do what this monster just did, I will be extremely disappointed.”

“I’m not that dumb!” she states indignantly, as I dissolve the armor surrounding us after dispersing the poisonous vapor with kinetic energy.

“So, what would you do?”

“I would run away! And then track you to your camp, and wait for you to sleep.”

Nice! Killing a powerful opponent in their sleep. A classic.

Vega continues, “If I were that monster I would use that poison to poison master’s food!”

Huh? That’s a bit…

“Or I would poison master while he bathed or examined a new item.”

“Okay, okay, let’s stop here.”

“Sure!” The scary half-demon turns her attention back to her heart and the mana stone in her hands.

I place another mana projectile nearby, bringing the total to a hundred.

Once again, another annoying monster appears nearby, and once again, my curiosity compels me to meet it. The monster in question is as tall as me, with long limbs, and a thin scaled body. Yet it’s the monster’s head that stands out most, gazing at me with five eyes and saliva dripping from the rows of pointed teeth filling its oversized mouth.

[Skillreaver - lvl 152]

The creepy monster continues to observe, each of its eyes trained on me, big and red with snake-like pupils at their centers.

I feel its mana reach toward me, trying to get through my mantle and reaching for my disciple.

I disrupt both attempts with ease, but then, curiosity overwhelms me, and I weaken my mantle.

Slowly, something touches me, and I observe as it searches for something. Clearly, it’s the monster’s skill.

Then the touch disappears, and the monster starts radiating mana, blue armor surrounding it. Something akin to the [Armament]. Skill I used to have before [Regalia].

Wordlessly, the monster charges at me, and before it takes two steps, I create a mana orb and launch it at the monster. The orb pierces through the armor and the monster’s head, exiting on the other side.

[You have defeated Skillreaver - lvl 152]

Nice, another douche of a monster copying skills.

Taking a few steps, I stop in front of the body and examine the monster a moment before leaving it and heading towards the Bastion. I try to stay covert, reducing my mana signature as much as I can while covering for my silly disciple as well. I even try to stay out of sight as much as possible, using the patch of forest to get closer.

Even though I knew the Bastion was massive, it feels even bigger up close. I can already see the small figures of humans, mostly on the walls surrounding the fallen Skyward Bastion.

Getting ready, I send a signal to one of the mana projectiles I left behind, and it shoots toward the city.

It doesn’t contain any energy; and neither do the others, it’s just slightly compressed mana.

As it flies through the air, I watch its trajectory, and when it reaches the Bastion, a small hexagonal barrier appears to block it. It also causes a few of the guards to start looking around. The signal is sent into the area from somewhere in the middle of the city. It searches for mana signatures, and I avoid detection.

Then I activate five projectiles at once, each of them shooting towards the city. Just like before, a small hexagonal barrier as tall as me appears in front of each of the projectiles and blocks it, disappearing right after.

I see, so it’s like Virelia’s setup. A barrier with thousands of segments that only activate when blocking an attack. Inactive for the most part to save mana.

I launch twenty more projectiles all at once, and this time I observe with my trait as the projectiles touch something akin to a dense web of mana, triggering the barriers.

All of the projectiles get blocked once more, and I notice a few humans hurriedly moving on the walls. They are shouting something, probably, and a few more detections are sent into the area.

I send 50 projectiles at once and watch as they clash against hexagonal barriers.

To be honest, it’s a nice view as they light up one after another, often only for a split second to block the attack. This system is extremely accurate.

More humans appear on the wall, to my amusement, their movements display growing panic and stress.

Damn, that only makes me want to continue.

I shoot three attacks. Each a second apart, each of them aimed at the same spot.

Once they get detected, I release the rest of the projectiles, directing them all at the same spot as well, and once again they get blocked. But this time it seems like my attacks passed a bit closer to the city, if only slightly.

Three more detection waves wash over me, and like ants, dozens of humans rush onto the walls, skills active and searching for the attacker.

“They seem angry,” Vega seems to notice as well.

“It’s fine,” I tell her as I watch them grouping up, getting ready to send small groups of scouts into the area, “Nina said they have items that allow them to enter the Bastion, so we have to lure some of them out.”

“Isn’t master trying to be nicer? We could move closer and ask them to let us in…”

“Minion, leave thinking to me.”

“I’m Vega, not minion. I think master just wanted to test their barrier and bully them but screwed up.”

“It’s a scientifically confirmed fact that minions don’t have the ability to think for themselves. That’s why they should listen to their master.”

“That’s not true! I know master just wants to be an asshole!”

“You are not allowed to use the word ‘asshole’ starting now, minion.”

“Asshole.”

What? Is she getting into a rebellious phase?

“Asshole.” She repeats.

“Do not…”

“Asshole asshole asshole.” Her red eyes seem to challenge me.

“Minion, you screwed up.”

“I’m Vega, first disciple to Nathaniel Gwyn, my only master. I am not a minion! I will be calling master an asshole if the master continues to call me a minion!”

That’s it, this surely is the rebellious phase I heard so much about. But I think the little half-demon underestimates how petty I can be. Oh boy, she has no idea.

“Sure, minion, go ahead.” I highlight the word ‘minion’ strongly.

“Will do so, asshole master!” And the little red-eyed half-demon returns my gaze, both of us full of determination.

 







 

We spend a few hours going around the Bastion and waiting, yet even then no one leaves the fallen sky island.

My plan has failed, dang it.

I straight up refuse to look at my disciple and force her to practice more. While waiting, I also push her into a fight against a few weaker monsters. Her kinetic barrier skill seems somewhat decent and works a lot like [Redistribution]. The disadvantage is that it only works against physical attacks, so we are working on that.

There are multiple quests for me to fulfill. Not the least of which being the floor quest.

Floor quest:

Raise and protect your disciple

Rewards:

???

Skill upgrade token

5000 Shards

100 stat points

Trait strengthening token



And plenty of side quests:



Side quest: Find out what happened to this world

Reward:5000 shards

 



Side quest: Locate the mirror

Reward:???

 



Side quest: Avoid the sleeping Calamity

Reward:Survival

 



Side quest: Find out what’s causing the high mana levels in the Valley

Reward: Mid-epic piece of equipment



Side quest: Reach the Bastion

Reward: Food and water supplies

 



Side quest:Reach level 250

Reward:Body upgrade



Maybe I can find more information about what exactly happened. I have some ideas and I got plenty of hints in the Sanctuary, but that’s not enough for the system, so that’s going to take a bit longer. The mirror is in the Valley, I can deal with it after going there.

I will also try to avoid the sleeping Calamity. The first on the list is the Veil Guardian. Some suspicious sleeping Calamity can wait.

Mid-epic equipment will be nice too. They cost around 5 thousand shards or more, so that’s telling of how dangerous the Valley is. Maybe the sleeping Calamity is there?

As for the Bastion, looking at it from up close, I really want to examine it. Like the bunker that made up the Sanctuary, it is a remnant of the past. If less obsolete than an abandoned bunker. The circuits made of crystal covering the entire bottom of the fallen flying island interest me. Oh, and how many facilities might there be? Maybe they’ll be even better for crafting and enchanting than the Sanctuary’s.

My hopes of sneaking in have failed. I wanted to use the items that allow the residents to pass through the detection field without triggering an attack, but they don’t leave.

Sneaking inside on my own could be somewhat possible with my eyes and [Resonance], but after examining it for a while, I’m sure I would trigger a trap or two. I don’t think I would be able to sneak Vega in either.

Even shooting a mana orb with an anchor placed on it won’t work.

The Skyhold Bastion seems really advanced with plenty of surprises. Built by the Enchanter Guild that created the Veil long ago. Should we wait and hope they forget about the attack and then try to gain entry in the usual, if annoying fashion even though dealing with so many people would piss me off?

Did I screw up just because I didn’t want to deal with people?

Nah, it’s the extroverts who are wrong.

“Asshole’s disciple, we will try to get inside in the usual way.”

“I’m not a minio…” she looks up at me, “what did you call me?”

“For every day you don’t lose concentration and keep watch over your surroundings, I will call you Vega for a day,” I tell her instead of answering.

Her big red eyes expand even more, and she gulps.

“In exchange, if you fail, I will call you minion, and you can’t complain or call me an asshole,” I expand on it, “I mean, you can refuse if you don’t think you can. I will understand if you are scared and don’t believe in your…”

“I will do it!”

Ha, so easy to deal with! You are still way too young to compare to Nathaniel Gwyn!

“But if I catch master losing his concentration because of some inscription or item, you have to call me Vega and I can ask you for something!”

Huh?

I glance towards the Bastion which is most likely full of wonder and remember the times I lost track of my surroundings.

This could be a bit dangerous.

A smug smile appears on my minion’s face, “I understand if my master is scared.”

            


Chapter 297 - Sneaky mode


                Is Vega taking too many cues from me? Sure, I’ve noticed her copying a bit of my behavior, but this is… too much.

Maybe it’s her demon part? Demons seem to be obsessed with strong hearts and beings. Maybe she sees these things in me and instinctively tries to emulate me. No matter what she went through or how she behaves at times, she is still just a kid, so it makes sense.

Well, whatever, another thing for future Nathaniel to deal with. He’s done nothing so far, well he couldn’t really, so he can deal with this at least. Screw you, future Nathaniel, I bet you will be an even bigger weirdo.

With Vega in my arms and mana flowing under my skin, I head towards the Bastion.

Sneaky Mode is on once again, the same one I used against Nina and Darren. Yup, I’m once again just another normal guy with a totally normal mana.

 







 

POV Vega

As always, the master’s heart beats strong and calmly. He is not scared at all, not even when so many humans look at him and scream at us to stop. His heart doesn’t even react. It’s just one calm, confident beat after another.

I look up to him and, as always, he wears the expression he puts on when we’re with others. It’s colder, and his eyes look different. It’s hard to notice, but I’ve learned how!

While he talks with some weak human, I continue to send my senses into our surroundings. I can’t sense it, but I’m sure the master is trying to catch me hesitating. 

I’m sure of it! 

I will do the same. My master can get distracted when he finds an interesting item or gets an idea to improve his skills.

It’s fun, and I’m thankful to the master. I’ve never gotten to play like this before. Even if I fail, I won’t get hurt, and I won’t go hungry. The master is just that kind.

One of the humans asks, “Someone attacked the Bastion just a few hours ago, do you know anything?”

Even though this human is so weak, he looks down on my master. I think the only reason he’s so brave is because he has so many people backing him up, but I want master to show him his place.

“Attack? We just got here. A few hours ago, we were still scouting to avoid all the monsters. Maybe one of them attacked?” he replies. His pretty eyes show not an ounce of hesitation.

“Sure you did,” the man snorts, “where are you from?”

“I came from the Sanctuary. Do you know Darren or Nina? They were both here in the Bastion, ten years ago. I have a few items to trade and I left some food back in camp for trading.”

“Their names sound familiar, but I can’t remember everyone. Okay, you said your name is Nathaniel, right? We’ll send you to customs, you will pay for your stay in the Bastion and you will get a three-day pass. After that, you will either leave or go through customs again. According to your behavior or usefulness, we will decide what to do with you.”

“Thanks, sir, that sounds very reasonable.”

“I think so too,” the man answers and turns to one of his men.

When I look at my master, he’s still releasing mana in that weird way. It’s hard for me to describe, but it feels very scary. It shows how amazingly good at controlling mana the master is. He did it before too, while talking with the human flesh-eaters, Nina and Darren, and now the master is doing it again.

I’m not sure why the master calls it Sneaky Mode when I can see how much it scares some of the humans, but there must be a deep meaning behind it. 

Master is smart and powerful and I want to be like him. I’m already trying to learn Sneaky Mode but it’s so difficult.

“Sneaky Mode successful,” Master whispers as we pass through the gate, and I nod and smile.

It’s so much fun being around master.

 







 

Well, that was easier than expected. Some of the guards with better mana senses seemed a bit scared, so maybe the attack from before made them a bit nervous. Not my problem anyway; their commander can deal with it.

As for entering the Bastion, I expected them to be more careful given that they don’t know me at all. But maybe they have some other defenses for dealing with stronger people if they should try to start a fight. Maybe the defenses did drive off one of the Veil Guardians years ago. Better be careful while I’m here with Vega.

I also force myself not to examine the barrier. If it works even a bit like the Veil, it could detect my touch and cause me trouble.

But at least I completed the quest and can now get some food and water. Not like I need them, but I could sell them.

“Touch this stone; it will measure your physical stats and mana,” the man accompanying me through the gate points at the stone. He says somewhat respectfully.

There are a few more men around us, and all of them are ready. The stone they are pointing at is embedded in the wall and perfectly flush. It looks like it’s made from transparent white glass.

Let’s be careful. I need to control my mana a bit. Okay, maybe a lot, not just a bit. It seems like people over level 200 are usually the ones who survived the war, and survivors rarely reach that level because of the Veil so I can try to act like someone born after the war.

When my hand touches the stone, I quickly grab a hold of my mana and cycle it, letting as little as possible pass into the stone.

“Strength is at around 100,” one of the men says after checking some item in his hands.

“That’s low for a traveler,” another one answers.

“Dexterity is at a similar level,” the first man reads again.

“Man, you are brave, leaving the safe zones with such low stats,” the man writing it down giggles, “how are his other stats?”

“Constitution is around 250.”

I continue to control my mana and, rather than fear being caught, I’m curious to find out if I can hide it from this item. And I can’t help but wonder how it works. Items like this always interest me. Its inscriptions are interesting and the way it examines my body is someth…

“Master failed; you stopped watching your surroundings,” Vega whispers.

Huh? In shock, I realize that she is right and my concentration slips a little more.

“Your mana stat is…”

A rift appears in the air, and a man steps out. He is tall, well-dressed, and wears a light confident smile on his lips. His hair is brown and wavy, growing down to his shoulders, and has a well-kept mustache.

“Greetings, brave guards,” he says with a friendly smile.

“The Butler!” the guards immediately ignore me and turn to the man, bowing their heads.

“It’s fine, no need to be so formal,” he takes a few steps towards the man with the item that showed the results of the test and grabs it from his hands.

He does something to it and then returns it, “You may continue with his registration, and after that, I will take care of our guest. Procedures are important,” he smiles.

His clothes are neat and fitting. Suit-like and nice brown in color. Meanwhile, the guards are wearing something that I identified as mostly low-grade rare armor. Simple, but covering most of their bodies.

“Yes sir!” the man takes the tablet-like item and continues, “Mana stat is at around 170. The overall level is estimated to be 150, registering Nathaniel Gwyn as a level 3 threat. The pass will last exactly three days starting now. The price will be…”

“You can put the price of their entrance on my tab.”

“The price will be paid by Sir Butler at a later date. Am I correct in thinking that Mister Gwyn will receive his entrance token from Sir Butler personally?” he asks carefully, and the Butler nods, “Now then if you allow me to measure your companion.”

At that, I let them take Vega off my hands and look towards the Butler.

The man greets me with a nod while he patiently waits for our registration to finish. When it’s done, Vega seems to be disappointed by being registered as a level 1 threat.

When we start walking deeper into the Bastion, the Butler walks by my side.

“Did I screw up?” I ask him.

“It’s hard to trick an essence probe, Mister Gwyn,” he smiles.

In front of us, the Bastion opens up.

The streets are tilted as are the buildings because of how the island has fallen. But they are clean, and there are people everywhere. Every single one of them looks well fed and groomed, even though we seem to be in the poorer parts of the Bastion. They go about their day, trading, joking, meeting, and working. I can hear a blacksmith nearby, I sense an enchanter. There are even training facilities, not unlike schools.

It’s a city nestled within the remains of a previous civilization.

“Mister Gwyn, would you like to join me and Madame Housekeeper tonight? We won’t be taking too much of your time,” the man asks.

“Yes, we can do that.” I agree, my curiosity piqued.

The man bows slightly and hands me entrance tokens for Vega and me, “Thank you, I will send someone to the place where you decide to stay. Have a nice rest of the day.” He turns to Vega, “Miss Vega,” he adds.

[Phase Ranger - lvl ??]

So at least 20 levels higher than me, but probably not much more.

Butler, Housekeeper, such strange titles. What’s next? Gardener, Tutor, Maid, Valet?

“So how do you like everything so far, Vega?” I ask her.

The moment I do so, she tries really, really hard to hide her smile. I lost, and I can accept it. I just got so enthralled by the item measuring me that I stopped scouting my surroundings. Even though I’ve complained about Vega doing the same so often.

Well, it’s just one day, and my dear minion will surely slip up after that, and I will have my revenge.

“He called me miss! No one ever calls me miss!”

“That’s good, but don’t trust him just because of that. He is probably very dangerous.” You just can’t trust anyone with such a majestic mustache. It should be criminal, rocking a mustache like that and still looking so good.

“I don’t! I only trust master.”

“Good.”

I’m already drained by all the people walking through the streets, so I ask an older woman for a place to find lodging. Then I spend five minutes answering her questions. Stuff like, “We didn’t get a mana courier or traveling merchants, is the wilderness getting dangerous? Oh, The Sanctuary, how is it nowadays? Who is this cute little girl? Are you married, young man, I have a daughter…”

Things like that.

In the end, she shows me a kind of symbol that people draw on their houses when they want to offer a room for the night, and so we walk through the streets, searching for one. I pass by a few because I don’t like the location, but deeper in the city, I find a nice one. In one of the original towers.

The moment we enter it, I know it will probably be expensive, but I don’t mind that much. The inside is big without being empty and it feels nice and cozy. There are mana stones all around for heating, inactive, and ready to be used when needed.

People here are generally better clothed than those outside, and even average levels are slightly higher. Most of them seem like they know how to fight.

We reach the bar where a woman glances at me, “Token,” she says simply.

I take our entrance tokens and put them on the table.

She examines them, “Entrance token, three days. So you two are new to the Bastion. Are the roads as bad as they say?”

Huh? Not really. Just a few level-two-hundred monsters and mostly lower-level ones. But such an answer would probably get an annoying level of attention.

“Even worse than what you heard. Monsters are everywhere,” I complain. “We barely made it here.”

The woman nods solemnly, “Damned monsters. It’s been years since the courier guild was able to get any rare spices to the Bastion, and people keep asking for them,” she sighs. “Single room, two beds?”

“Yes, with a nice view if you have any.”

“What can you pay?”

“Plenty, what do you prefer? It’s my first time in the Bastion.”

“Oh really, welcome. If anyone talks shit, forgive them; we are not too used to travelers. As for the payment, an uncommon item, a higher end mana stone, a piece of conductive crystal or rare metal ore, even some rare monster parts.”

“Would this be ok?” I place one of the worst mana stones that I have in front of her, which I’ve inscribed to radiate heat.

“Oh, a heating stone, and it’s really well made. Probably from before the war, people nowadays are rarely capable of this,” she glances at me. “This single stone is too much, but I can give you one of the rooms on the highest floor and add dinners and breakfast, and a few baths. Sounds good?”

“Sure,” something tells me that she might be scamming me a little, but it’s not like I mind.

It also seems to tell her something about me, being willing to part with such a valuable item, and her behavior seems a bit more respectful.

“Fabian, get your ass over here and take this good sir to room four, and make sure they get some food delivered to them.”

Led by a young boy, we walk upstairs and receive a mana stone to unlock the door, and we enter the room.

There is a rug on the floor and two beds, a big one and a smaller one in the corner. The furniture is nice, if simple, and the room is a little worn but it’s well-kept and clean.

I let Vega examine a mirror on the wall and open the balcony. There is a flower pot with a smaller tree and two chairs next to a small table. The view doesn’t face the middle of the city, where the higher towers and buildings are. Rather it faces the outside. It overlooks the smaller buildings and all the people below.

I can see the small wall surrounding the city and the nature outside of it. When I look to the left, I can see most of one of the mountains that surround the city. At least I’m lucky enough to find places with a nice view.

After returning to the room, I jump into the bed.

“Minio… Vega, tell me why being around so many people drains me.”

“Maybe it is Bambi’s curse, master!”

“Maybe. But I don’t want much. A place to become stronger, and level up my skills and stats. Some interesting items to play with and places to explore. Most of the time people are an inconvenience, especially when they decide to bother me.”

“Even me?” She asks as she climbs onto the bed and lays next to me.

“Nah, you’re fine.”

“I see!” she smiles happily. “But I couldn’t notice it at all. Master is really good at talking with people.”

“Silly disciple, there are two kinds of people. The ones that become stronger the more time they spend with other people. Then those that grow weaker when they have to socialize and then need to recharge their energy. I’m the latter.”

“Maybe there are passive skills or traits for that.”

I just poke my cheeky disciple and when she jumps from the bed to examine the room I go through the system shop.



Just in case.

            


Chapter 298 - What is Pairing


                We’re training as night falls when a knock at the door breaks my focus. As I come to a stopping point, I poke Vega and head towards the door. I open it to find a man standing there, neatly dressed and presenting us with two sets of clothes on hangers.

“Your clothes, Mister Gwyn, Miss Vega,” he hands them to me as if there were no chance of refusal, “I shall wait outside and escort you to your appointment with Sir Butler and Lady Housekeeper.”

After that, he closes the door and waits outside.

Me and Vega look at each other. Our clothes are more or less clean, and we even took baths, so that shouldn’t be a problem.

I’m about to toss them aside and head out as I am when I notice Vega’s bright eyed gaze, directed at the pretty yellow dress meant for her. Even at a glance, I can tell that it will fit her well.

With a sigh, I hand her the clothes. Just for tonight, I will humor my silly disciple. She is constantly training, beyond even my expectations. So yup, it’s a reward for that, nothing else.

“Do you know how to put them on?”

She looks confused, so I take a moment to explain and then send her to the other room so she can put them on.

Meanwhile, I examine mine. It’s basically a simplified version of the elegant suit I wore to the auction on the fourth floor. The clothes are woven from a thin cloth with a slight amount of give, making for an extremely comfortable fit. They are light gray with a black vest underneath and a touch of golden embroidery. Even the shoes are black and trimmed in gold.

Well, I’ll just wear them tonight and sell them afterward.

After getting ready, I wait for Vega, and she exits the room a moment later, her movements awkward and shy.

She wears a pretty yellow dress with a hint of white trim. It’s a simple style made from quality materials. The outfit complements her light brown hair and makes her red eyes even more striking while complimenting her tiny black horns. She is also wearing a new pair of shoes. They look sleek and comfortable while perfectly matching the dress.

I mean, Biscuit is clearly the cutest being that ever entered the tutorial, but Vega is cute in her own way.

“Come here,” I tap on one of the stools, and the little half-demon climbs onto it.

I take a few steps, grab a brush from the dresser, and start brushing her hair. At the first touch, Vega freezes, and I sense her kinetic demon heart starts beating wildly, but after a moment, she realizes what’s happening. Still tense, she allows me to continue.

“I used to brush my sister’s hair. She always acted like she didn’t need it, but she liked it anyway,” I tell Vega. “One time I annoyed her, and she forced me to learn all kinds of ways to tie her hair and style it.”

I set the brush aside and grab another, taking care not to pull her hair.

“What kind of person is master’s sister? Is she like you?”

“Like me?” I take a moment to think about it, “I think so? But she is a few years older than me… and more decisive… and stubborn.”

“She sounds like a strong person.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Is master scared of her?”

That almost makes me laugh. Vic would sooner set the world ablaze than hurt those she cares about. Without responding, I use my hands to style Vega’s hair. It doesn’t even reach her shoulders, so there is not much I can do.

“We are done. Time to head out. As I said before, always stay near me, you can stop scanning the area and probing people. It might be considered rude. Do not touch anything or anyone, and do not attack anyone. You are Vega, I’m Nathaniel. We are travelers and we stopped by the Sanctuary, as we’re headed north. According to the map, there should be a few more bunkers and survivors. We did not attack the Bastion, we are not heading towards the Valley. We never saw a group of deer and did not kill them.”

“Yes!”

“Good, let’s go then,” I open the door, and the man leads us outside.

We pass through the streets without haste. The man takes the lead with his hands folded behind his back, and the people on the street seem to recognize him. The streets are empty, and even when we meet someone, that person quickly clears the way, and not even the guards bother to stop us.

Eventually, we reach an inner wall that is thrice my height, and the gate opens for us, revealing a beautiful garden and a sidewalk made of beautiful white stone, framed by vibrant green grass. All well lit by a soft light shining from lamps placed along our path.

Following the sidewalk, we move uphill, heading towards yet another wall made of the same kind of stone as the sidewalk and covered in beautiful murals. A vibrant blend of blues, greens, and yellows. The figures depict everything from fights, and floating islands, to exotic places and animals.

Even though there is so much of it, it doesn’t feel like any of it’s too much or out of place; each of the paintings is placed perfectly to create the intended effect.

The next gate isn’t even guarded and opens to reveal a straight road leading to the manor at the center. The manor itself has several walls made entirely from glass, a red roof made of some sort of stone, and a multitude of light blue crystalline pillars. There are a few more buildings off to the sides, each different from the last.

“This is as far as I will be going, please enjoy your evening Miss Vega, Mister Gwyn,” the servant that led us here bows and leaves, the sound of his steps filling the otherwise quiet night.

“Vega, doesn’t he feel like a douchebag to you?” I ask my disciple while watching the man leave.

“Yes, like a douchebag!” she then hesitates, “What does douchebag mean?”

“It means an obnoxious, offensive, or disgusting person. But I’m not sure if that poor man deserves to be called that,” a woman exits the manor we’ve been guided to. “It’s nice to meet you Miss Vega, Mister Gwyn,” she says with the slightest hint of a smile and bow.

The woman is as tall as me, with a slim figure, and moves with an energetic sort of grace. She has wavy black hair and violet eyes complemented by her pale blue dress. She doesn’t seem to be armed, and yet she displays confidence on par with the Butler.

“I’m the Housekeeper, allow me to welcome you to the Bastion. Shall we head inside?”

[Ethereal Duelist - lvl ??]

“Sure,” I answer simply, but the woman doesn’t seem insulted and moves first.

Each of her movements is sharp and dangerous, like those of someone accustomed to fighting using their body, which her class confirms.

So the Butler is a ranged class, and the Housekeeper is close range. If it comes to a fight, I will have to use barriers to defend while I fight the woman. The two of them are probably 20-30 levels higher than me, so it feels like it should be manageable, the only problems are Vega and whatever defenses they have on hand.

The man with the criminally majestic mustache is already inside and greets us as well, as they lead us to the table. All of it feels extremely pretentious and boring. I was never the type to care about this kind of stuff, but I go with it for now.

After taking my seat at the table, Vega moves to my right, while the housekeeper is opposite of me, and the Butler to my left.

At least the food is good and safe to eat.

In the middle of the dinner, the conversation finally starts.

“I have noticed the signature of an item when you entered the Bastion, Mister Gwyn,” the Butler starts, “Tens of years ago, we gifted a similar item to Darren’s predecessor. A silver collar.” The man pokes a piece of meat and puts it into his mouth. Each of his movements is smooth and elegant, even the way he sits.

“Interesting story. I found something similar, I think then it was on… cattle I met by chance.”

“Cattle, you say. I wonder what happened to it.”

“Me too. I just set it free after taking the collar.” I take my glass, and while drinking, I make sure to slurp slightly.

The man doesn’t react to the provocation.

Vega copies me instantly and she starts slurping from her glass, just much louder than me. That makes every one of us look at her, and she blushes and quickly looks down at the table.

“That cattle probably had owners; I wonder what could happen to them. Such cattle can be really dangerous,” the Butler continues.

“I wonder that too,” I say.

“I see. Well, to change the subject, I have noticed a blade…”

The Housekeeper finally joins the conversation, “Damn it, Butler, your eloquent behavior sometimes makes me want to punch you in the face,” she sighs and turns from the man to me, “I’m a warrior, and unlike my colleague here, I’m not patient enough for these conversations, and it’s only taken me a second to guess you aren’t either.”

I lift my glass towards the woman and take a sip.

That makes her smile. She is still sitting there elegantly. Her shoulders peeking from her pale blue dress, displaying her body as the deadly weapon it is, yet she throws a part of that mask away.

“That Voidsteel blade you have can be only from one being, so I wonder. Did you acquire it by chance or did you earn it?”

Nothing has changed, but something tells me the way I answer the question is extremely important.



Well, I don’t think they will answer all of my questions, so let’s make an offer to ensure at least a few of them get answered.

“You can ask three questions, and I will ask three. You can decide not to answer, and I may as well, but we will try to answer three questions for everyone. Does that sound reasonable?” I offer.

This time it’s the Butler who answers, “That much would be appreciated. And please forgive my colleague; she is perfectly capable of behaving herself but tends to slip up. A holdover from a time when she was but a simple brute.”

“Come on, Butler, our guest doesn’t care, even the kid is getting bored. Plus, he isn’t from here; there is no need for decorum.”

“I understand, Housekeeper, I will keep decorum, but you shall behave a bit less… proper to please our guest. As for our first question, Mister Gwyn, I repeat, where did you get that Voidsteel blade? If you give us a longer answer instead of a simple one, we will be more considerate in answering your questions.”

“I fought the Veil Guardian in the city near the Sanctuary. I was able to sever the guardian’s arm and take the blade. The monster is still alive, but I will change that in the future.”

“Ha! I told you, Butler! You didn’t trust me, but I know men like him. Just looking at him, I can tell that he didn’t just steal it or find it!”

The Butler looks at the Housekeeper for a moment, almost disappointed by her inelegant behavior before turning to me.

As he speaks, I watch his mustache move. It’s like a living being, “The Veil Guardians are powerful opponents, so allow me to congratulate you on your skill or luck, Mister Gwyn. I believe it was a tough fight.”

[Focus - lvl 45 > Focus - lvl 46]

“A little bit,” I nod. “It’s my turn, so I want to ask. What happened to lead to all of this?” I may as well try to get those 5 thousand shards.

The two of them exchange glances but do not ask anything; instead, it’s the Housekeeper who answers, “The Gardener could know more, but there is a bit I can answer. The simple version is that 120 years ago, we got Paired with another planet, and through that connection of planets…”

“Wait a moment, can you explain what Pairing is?”

“Would you like to ask that as your first question instead?”

“Yes.”

She nods and looks at the Butler, who adjusts his clothes and straightens up, “The Pairing is an event brought about by the system. We’re not sure how it happens, it could be random, maybe there’s an entity overseeing it all, or perhaps it’s some kind of natural process. During the Pairing, two planets are connected, and once the Pairing starts, it takes years for them to fully Pair. Sometimes it is just a few years; in other cases, it’s decades or centuries. The speed of the Pairing is influenced by the natives of each planet.”

He moves a plate away from him and wipes away an invisible speck of dust before fixing his sleeve.

“Usually, each of the planets has a being called Absolute, and the Pairing speeds up when one of the Absolutes dies. There might be unlucky planets that get paired without an Absolute, but that’s rare. So once there’s only one Absolute remaining, there are usually no enemy forces capable of killing the other, and the planet that still has one tends to win if you want to call it that. The winning planet then grows stronger and bigger after absorbing the other planet.”

I have dozens of questions, but he stops there, his expression knowing what is going through my head, “This one is a free answer to show our goodwill, Mister Gwyn. You might lack information about our planet, but it went through a Pairing long ago; that’s why we have information about it, and currently, the second Pairing is still in progress.”

            


Chapter 299 - Entering the Valley


                “I will ask the second question,” the Housekeeper puts her elbows on the table and uses her hands to support her chin, “You are powerful, but you don’t seem to be from the generation from before the war. So, what are you, or where are you from?”

“I can’t answer that question,” I say simply.

“Thanks for being honest, then another one. What are you doing in the Bastion?”

“Honestly, nothing too interesting. I intend to learn a bit more about what happened before the war and what led to all of this. I want to explore the Bastion, mostly out of curiosity. I currently have no intention of causing trouble or starting any fights here.”

She gestures, and I ask, “What happened to the world, other than pairing, with the Veil?”

The Butler answers, “The Gardener knows more, but from what little we know, the Enchanters Guild created the Veil to give us an advantage during the Pairing. Something got screwed up, and the Veil turned against us and the monsters.”

His answer is simple, mirroring my own. I would like to ask them how old they are if they come from before the war. Why are they so sure that strong people must have lived through the war? More about the guild. Who is the Gardener? There are so many questions I want to ask, but there’s a reason I only offered 3 questions, I am almost certain they wouldn’t answer more so at least I got three.

Unfortunately, even these answers are not enough to finish the side quest. I have only one question left. I can try to ask about the sleeping Calamity and the Valley; those interest me the most.

In the end, I ask, “What do you know about the Valley?”

The woman glances at the mustache man, and he answers once again, “The Valley is the Valley, as the name says. It’s a location shrouded in mist constantly, and the immense mana radiation prevents examination from afar. We’ve sent multiple expeditions, but they rarely return, and when they do, it’s at a high price and the reports always mention a powerful monster that resides there. The Valley could have been a clash between two Champions or perhaps the monster caused it when it took over. That or it’s one of the bunkers they used to work on the Veil.”

Well, I should have expected that answer. Everyone here seems to be satisfied with hiding in the city, they certainly don’t seem too curious about their world.

“The last question is, how old are you?” the Housekeeper asks. She is smiling and examining me carefully. Just like with the previous questions, she gauges my reactions and seems capable of catching me in a lie, that I’m sure of.

It’s a smart question and tricky besides, it will give her plenty of information about me.

“Twenty-one,” I answer, “no, scratch that. Twenty-two,” I correct myself. I entered the tutorial nearly a year ago, so I did “celebrate” my twenty-second birthday without even realizing it.

The silence that fills the room quickly becomes uncomfortable, and her eyes seem to be trying to drill holes in me.

“Twenty-two,” she whispers. “He is not lying,” the Housekeeper says, looking over at the Butler.

Both of them look at me. As they do, I notice Vega stealing snacks, thinking we are distracted. They see it too but pretend not to, and the Housekeeper even smiles gently at my silly disciple.

The questions are done, and the food is eaten, and the mood changes. It comes slowly, almost unnoticeably, but tension sneaks into the room, gradually building up until even Vega notices it. She doesn’t even know why, but she moves closer to me, fear slipping into her gaze even as she tries to maintain a neutral expression.

“So, what is the result of our conversation? Are we going to fight, or will you leave me to do my business?”

The Butler doesn’t react, but the Housekeeper smiles, sweeping a lock of her wavy black hair away from her face, her violet eyes giving me her full attention. I see her glance at the Voidsteel cutter at my waist. The woman either wants the weapon or wants to fight me.

“What if we decided that you put the Bastion and its people at risk and that we should mitigate that risk? We’ve had some terrible experiences with travelers like you,” The Housekeeper smiles at Vega. The mana that has lazily swirled around her body until now is being pulled towards her until I can’t sense even a speck of mana radiating from her. Being used to power her body as she prepares to charge.

Even the Butler places a few anchor-like things all over the room and even far outside, most likely for his rift.

“Well, if you decide to be hostile, I will fight back, obviously,” I answer them.

My trait activates, a golden circle surrounding my pupils, and the energies I’ve been generating with the Thermokinetic heart swirl inside me. They threaten to escape, to explode and obliterate everyone and anything in their way.

The Butler says calmly, “Housekeeper, calm down, please.”

But she ignores him, her eyes wide open, muscles moving under her skin, “So what if we use that little girl to pressure you? You seem to care…”

She cuts off and lifts her arm to her face. That forearm blocks the kinetic energy from the anchor I placed near her head. Instead of her head exploding, the forearm takes the attack, purple mana shining at the place of impact.

“Heh, I guess my joke was too…” Her body is thrown to the side by an explosion emanating from another anchor I’ve placed nearby.

Purple mana shines around her body, and she’s taken no damage at all.

“Okay, okay, I get it…” another explosion, this time much stronger, throws her even further away, messing up her clothes. Yet she doesn’t fall and lands elegantly on her feet and stands up swiftly, “Message received.”

“You kind of deserved that,” the Butler sighs and then turns to me, “She likes awkward jokes like that, so please forgive her, Mister Gwyn. We obviously will not harm your disciple without reason.”

“Come on, Butler, even given a reason, I wouldn’t hurt such a cutie. Just look at her!” The Housekeeper sits in her chair as if nothing happened and points at Vega, who keeps glancing between me and the woman.

I wonder if it’s normal for all these people to be such weirdos. Is it the levels or old age that makes people like that, or is it the tutorial making these floors more spicy for all of us?

“Well, I guess the dinner is over, so we will be leaving,” I tell them, ready for anything.

I have noticed the barrier around this place, and that would give them an advantage in the event of a fight. I’ve also noticed more guards nearby and one more person at a similar level to them. But I’m not worried.

My mana rumbles just under my skin, a Mana Reservoir long neglected. Thermal and kinetic energy roar inside two orbs I created and hid inside of my body before we entered the city. Even Vega can be evacuated through [Tether] to an anchor I’ve placed in the city, given the barrier won’t allow me to connect to the outside.

I might even want them to pick a fight, at least a little. I want to lower the effects of [Focus] and fight to forget about the Veil Guardian.

Just a little step, just a single attack aimed at Vega or me, and we can start.

When it does not come, I’m almost disappointed. The Butler only nods and then stands up, hands behind his back, and leads me towards the exit. The Housekeeper stays behind, her eyes on my back the entire time as we leave.

Just before we get back to the normal streets, the Butler tells me, “Mister Gwyn, next time, please refrain from such threatening actions. We prefer to act with civility and avoid violence, but we will not run from a challenge. Please count today as a show of our goodwill.”

He bows and then, as slowly as ever, walks back to the Housekeeper.

Yup, before this floor ends, I will pay these guys one more visit. A very eventful visit where I will show them what I think of their “show of goodwill.”

“Master?”

“Yes?”

“I think they might be even bigger assholes than you.”

Kids, they grow up so fast. Anyway, that’s why I usually let others deal with people. 

“Why do you think that, Vega?” As I ask her, she smiles so widely that her eyes create a thin line. Oh my, does she like being called Vega so much?

“The woman was nicer, but the man… I don’t like him. I don’t know why.”

Walking through nearly empty streets, I slow my steps to her level, “It’s because she hid her feelings less, meanwhile the man kept restraining himself. It’s usually better to know what you’re against, even if it’s something bad, meanwhile, you can’t be sure with people like Mr. Moustache.”

“I see! Is master going to beat them up later?”

“Yes, but first we need to leave the Bastion and head to the Valley. They keep watching us, and even the barrier around the city is changing so maybe they want to trap us here. Remember, no matter how nice people act they could be a step away from stabbing you in the back. So, we will leave for a while and come back later.”

The barrier surrounding the fallen bastion makes me nervous. Even with my eyes and [Resonance], I’m not sure if I could do anything about it while taking care of Vega.

So we spend a few hours moving between shops. Even given the late hour, plenty of them are still open.

As we pass through more and more of them, I start to realize one thing. The items there aren’t very rare, no matter how high-end the shop or blacksmith we visit. Some of them even refuse to deal with us when they notice that we’re not “citizens” as they say and only have a 3-day entrance token.

The control the leadership here has over its facilities is impressive. Blacksmiths, clothes shops, food shops, a small guild for explorers, expedition planners, and more. Everything is deeply controlled, and we need to be authorized to use their services to the fullest.

 







 

Looking back at the Bastion far behind us, I finish off the last of the monsters that had surrounded us.

[You have defeated Poisoneater- lvl 123]

[Lvl 218 > Lvl 219]

I watch as Vega deals with one at a much lower level. She saw me dealing with stronger ones, so she knows what sort of attacks to expect and dodges them.

The daring half-demon even allows a few physical strikes to land to test her class skill. A bit of that kinetic energy gets repelled by the barrier the skill affords her, and another part gets stored in her Kinetic storage.

 It’s still way too early for her to use her heart with her skills, but she will get there.



Name:Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty:Hell

Floor: 5 - Mentorship

Time left until forced return: 4y 27d 16h 2m 6s

Traits (2/3): Mana Circuit 1/3, Mana Wavelength Iris 0/3



I check the timer, and I have a week left with Vega and 27 days until the tournament. That’s it if there isn’t something else. The time limit feels way too short for anyone who can’t fly or who isn’t as strong as me. Perhaps the floor will continue even after the disciple returns to their world.

It’s hard to describe, but even though I’ve decided to put more emphasis on my growth, I enjoy the time I’ve spent with my disciple. I keep putting off the test to see if she is just a fake or from the real world. I will do it just before the end of the quest.

But now, let’s check the Valley.

“Vega, come here,” I gesture, and she quickly comes rushing after killing the monster.

I pull one of the most valuable mana stones I have out of my pocket and hand it to her, “This is a failsafe and will protect you in the event we get separated.”

Her eyes expand, and she takes it and quickly starts examining it.

Like me, indeed.

The mana stone I gave her contains one of the most complex inscriptions I’ve made so far. Unlike my botched attempts at whatever I was doing in the Sanctuary, I’ve improved my inscriptions quite a bit. The stone is upper rare and just a tiny step away from an epic item.

Its function is simple. It will protect her against high levels of ambient mana so it doesn’t fry her brain. Of course, I will keep her near me and constantly protect her myself, but this is just in case.

I have spent plenty of time working on it and learned a lot. It works by attracting mana to it like a vortex and then pushing it away - like when the black mana dominates the surrounding mana.

After a few tests, I can consider it a success, and the quality of the stone helps a lot.

“Thank you, master, I will make sure to protect it!”

“Sure, sure,” I tell her, as she lifts her arms, and as many times before, I lift her to my chest.

I shift the bags on my back and create a barrier around us that is ready to activate at full power anytime.

Part of my mana goes into [Resonance], and I start heading towards the Valley. Moving through the air, we quickly close the distance, and with every mile, the mana filling the air grows heavier.

Up in the air, I can see the entire Valley stretched out before me, covered in mist and mana so dense that one could almost see it with normal eyes. Surrounded by tall mountains and hills, it almost looks like they were placed to block anything there from getting out.

I notice that Vega has trouble breathing and compress my mana a bit more and radiate more of it to power my skills. Her breathing returns to normal, and I fly closer.

The Valley, even as far as it is, is eerily quiet, nestled down there.

Flying becomes more difficult, as the surrounding mana disrupts my concentration. Logically it shouldn’t affect me or my kinetic energy at all, yet it does, and I’m forced to land.

I almost make a mistake and activate my trait, and only stop myself at the last second, realizing how big a mistake it could be. The trait allows me to see mana waves and collect more information on anything mana-based. Just the sheer amount of mana and information here would likely tear my brain apart.

Instead, I strengthen the barrier around us.

Each step is harder than the one before, and it takes a while for us to reach the entrance to the valley. The wall of mist seems to separate everything inside from the outer world. It looks like a literal smooth wall.

Just a few steps and we will be inside.

I check the amount of kinetic and thermal energy I’ve collected. I examine my full Mana Reservoir. I test my skills, and all of them are working. The voidsteel slicer is still at my waist. Even the mana stones I’ve inscribed and prepared for just in case are in my pockets, ready to be used. There are circuits drawn with mana conductive paint on my arms and legs and even some lower quality lines on my chest.

As ready as I can be, I take a step with Vega in my arms.

The moment we pass through the wall of mist, the view ahead clears. The Valley is much bigger than it seemed from outside, though it’s still surrounded by mist and mountains that seem to scrape the sky.

In front of us is, as far as I can see, a forest, some hills, and a few lakes, and there, far in the distance, a being sleeps. A being much bigger than anything I’ve seen up till now. It has a snake-like body, long and slim, covered in beautiful light green scales. The monster has six legs too, each of them slim and nimble-looking.

The head lays on the ground, eyes closed, and each breath shakes the trees below. Were it to rear up, the monster would be as tall as a skyscraper.

[Gaiathra - lvl ???]

I guess I don’t have to look for the sleeping Calamity anymore.

            


Chapter 300 -  I like it here


                Even though the monster’s sleeping so far away, I cover Vega’s mouth with my hand. It’s irrational and straight-up silly. There is no way the monster could be woken up so easily. It’s just that there is still that little “what if?”

This six-legged serpentine napping noodle has three question marks. That means that it’s probably over level 300, and I’m pretty sure it’s closer to 400 just based on its appearance. So, the warning from the system makes much more sense now.

I ignore Vega’s shock and carry her into the forest. The napping noodle is what? Two or three dozen miles away? The space within the Valley is bigger than it appears from the outside, so exploring it will probably be fine.

According to the information Nina gave me, there should be a Mirror and a few bunkers that would have been used by people in high positions. So it’s my goal to find information about the Veil and finish the quest.

And then, I want to find the Mirror, it’s supposed to be some kind of powerful artifact. I hope it’s a higher rarity than epic. Someone from easy difficulty would probably want to choke me to death if they heard me say it. Those poor guys are extremely happy when they see low rare items.

“Master, maybe…”

I interrupt my silly disciple, “It’s fine. It’s taking a nap.”

“N-nap…” Vega gulps.

The pressure within the Valley is even stronger than outside, and I finally identify the source of that mana. It’s Gaiathra sleeping over there and something else near the monster. The monster isn’t using any kind of skill, no barrier, nothing of the sort. It’s just the sleeping monster’s mana seeping out of its body.

I won’t even try to lie, I’m jealous. Just how many thousands or tens of thousands of points in mana is that?

Gradually, I also realize something.

My goal is to become stronger than that monster, and with the way I go about it when I get to its level, I will have much more mana. Damn, can I even pack so much of it inside of my tiny body? And damn, how cool it would be to stand against such a giant and be able to release multiple times more mana while facing it.

I push us higher into the air and land on one of the thicker branches with a view of the sleeping Gaiathra. Is it at the rank of Champion? My theory always was that a Champion is either at three question marks, or greater, probably.

For example, Tristan and Keiron, the Champions from the second floor, were capable of destroying multiple continents and killing millions, tens of millions of people in a matter of hours.

The monster in front of us feels strong, terrifyingly strong, yet I hesitate to think of it as a Champion. Maybe I have to change my thinking a bit; maybe Champions are all over level 450.

That also creates a question. Just how fucking strong was Lissandra? I mean, sure, she devoured the mana of an entire planet and destroyed it all with a single skill. It’s just that I keep forgetting that. Then there was the Saint Absolute from the third floor, and she must have been at a similar level.

“Master, you were dozing off for a second,” Vega pulls on my clothes.

“Did I? But I’m still watching our surroundings, so don’t worry.”

“Me too! Were you thinking about something interesting?”

“Yes. I like to sort things in my mind once in a while. But anyway, are you having any trouble with the pressure?”

She shakes her head, “Master’s barrier blocks it all. I just have to stay close and continue training [Mana Manipulation], [Concentration], and try to learn Mana Cycling!”

I wonder if the others have such hard-working disciples.

Sensing an attack, I take a step and drop from the tree which crumbles in its entirety and gets pushed to the ground as if stepped on by an invisible giant. Another similar attack begins to form over me, but I move quickly.

“Hold on, there are more of them,” I tell Vega.

I continue to run between the trees as they explode behind us, each attack leaving deep craters in the ground. Even after dodging a dozen of them I still can’t reach the attacker, the air in front of me shivers. A big maw full of teeth appears from thin air to snap at Vega.

Before it can reach her, I shoot a cone of kinetic energy at it, and the monster goes flying through the forest, breaking through trees. Then I send a dozen mana projectiles I create shoot towards where it flew, piercing trees and sending chunks of earth flying as they strike. Yet no notification comes.

A barrier forms behind my back and deflects a rain of stones flying towards us, some of them are bigger than my body. They explode and grind against the barrier which ripples in response, sending dust and rubble into the air.

I create a javelin, quickly making it denser, before boosting it with kinetic energy and launching it in the direction of the stone volley.

[You have defeated Terraclaw - lvl 191]

I avoid another attack just before it crushes the place where I stood with invisible force and finally manage to reach the monster that’s been spamming them.

[Giant Troll - lvl 199]

The monster is easily five times my height. An old friend from the 1st floor.

A dozen javelins form around me and float in the air as I infuse each of them with thermal energy. The pale blue mana begins to shine with the brilliant golden luster of thermal energy. Five of the javelins shoot after the troll as he activates the marks on its skin, and they start glowing, preparing to defend.

The sixth one takes off behind me, piercing through the head of the monster with a big maw full of teeth that attacked me before.

[You have defeated Phantom Lindworm - lvl 204]

I examine its dead body for a short moment. It looks like a big snake with two legs and the scales have a similar green color to the giant one sleeping far ahead. Then I detonate the body with more kinetic energy, blasting it to pieces.

Turning back to the Giant Troll, I watch as five javelins crash against its skin, the flames concentrated into a small point at the tip of the javelins. Each of them pierces the monster, the flames bursting through the other side, drawing a loud roar out of it as the gravity field increases.

The trees in a bigger and bigger area tilt and break, crashing to the ground with the bulk of the pressure directed at me.

Before the attack can reach me, I use an anchor I placed on one of the javelins impaling the monster and begin sending even more thermal energy through.

Flames envelop the monster, and it starts thrashing around as it rapidly burns alive and crashes down. Pieces of its limbs charring and falling apart as it does so.

Without even a moment to look around, I feel the presence of a hundred or more monsters. A big flock of eyeballs as big as a volleyball with two wings each. They locate us quickly, immediately pressing in on us with various attacks.

Mental attacks which I block for both of us. Disrupting attacks that fail against my barrier and laser-like projectiles shooting from the middle of the eyeballs. Each of these melts and burns anything it touches to dust.

Tying an anchor to one of my projectiles, I shoot it towards the monsters, and then I send an attack through as I fend off their attempts to disrupt it.

A shockwave erupts in the middle of the flying group of monsters, a hundred or so monsters cooperate to push against the burst of kinetic energy. They disrupt, they create a barrier, and together they resist.

How curious.

I send a stronger wave, and they do it again, though they struggle more this time and have to stop attacking. Their panic is most noticeable in the movements of their small wings.

Before I can send a tricolored bomb through, a quick movement flashes at the corner of my vision, and an owl as big as a car passes through. Two of the flying eyeballs in its beak and a few more in its talons.

The group of flying monsters quickly changes their direction, running away, and I watch the owl leave with its prey.

[Dread Owl - lvl ??]

The white owl is extremely quiet as it flies, and there is no mana I could sense from it.

Well, it looks like the sleepy danger noodle isn’t the only dangerous monster here. We should be careful of the owl as well.

Before I can even finish the thought, a snake emerges from the forest and strikes like lightning, its fangs burrowing into the owl mid-flight.

The white owl screeches, flapping its wings to no avail. The snake pulls the flying raptor into the forest, and after a second, the screeches stop with a wet cracking noise.

I think I like it here.

 







 

Just an hour later, Vega and I are standing on a branch in a big tree, looking down on hundreds of bison, each the size of a bus as they amble towards a lake, sipping on water as the largest keeps watch. The chonky boy is a few levels higher than me, but even that won’t help.

A long maw with sharp teeth snaps up from under the water, and a scaly body flashes into view as a crocodile pulls one of the Bison under the water.

Blood flows to the surface, and the bubbles of air slowly disappear.

Even the leader of the bison doesn’t seem to care, almost as if it had been expected.

A javelin over my shoulder reaches the breaking point, tricolored mana turning bright white, and I launch it at the herd.

The leader bobs, and a few of them separate, layering barriers in front of them, even adding some stones into it. Another group even moves some of the lake’s water, a compressed burst of it meeting with my barrier.

That’s when the javelin pierces through multiple barriers and then explodes.

The resulting heatwave sets the nearby vegetation ablaze, and vaporizes a large quantity of water, even causing the lake to boil.

The following shockwave throws a dozen or so Bison into the air, some even fly towards the lake at which point the crocodile snatches them, tearing chunks out of the ground and pulling up trees in the process.

[You have defeated Guardian Bison - lvl 178]

[You have defeated Guardian Bison - lvl 148]

[You have defeated Guardian Bison - lvl 171]

[You have defeated Guardian Bison - lvl 139]

…

[Lvl 219 > Lvl 220]

I notice Vega shooting a tiny mana orb boosted by her kinetic energy. Seeing the chaos going there, it’s almost cute observing her attack.

Then the implosion of my attack resolves. Air rushing back to the center of the javelin’s explosion, pulling the monsters, debris, and water toward it, and compressing it all into a tight sphere.

Bones break, monsters scream, notifications sound.

Using the opportunity, the croc gets out of the water, a big muscular body covered in scales, mana covering its skin in a barrier as it starts fighting against the head Bison. They seem to be just fine after my attack and are clearly more physically oriented.

Well, another attack it is.

Five javelins form above my head, and I push more mana into them. Compressing it, squeezing it to make them as deadly as possible.

Even while dealing with extreme mana density here and defending me and Vega, I can do it. My reservoir is still untouched, and even though I’m taking a big chunk of my mana, I know it will regenerate quickly.

When the javelins start turning bright white, both of the monsters down there stop fighting, and turn to me. The Bison seems especially hateful for some unknown reason.

The croc, surprisingly quick on the uptake, starts heading back towards the lake, and the Bison charges at me.

But I boost all of the javelins with kinetic energy, and they disappear, hitting the monsters and the ground around them.

Strengthening our barrier, even I opt to fly in the opposite direction, and even then, I get caught in the shockwave and heatwave, parts of the forest catch flame and trees get pulled from their roots.

[You have defeated Two-Headed Snake - lvl 150]

[You have defeated Guardian Bison - lvl 171]

[You have defeated Phantom Lindworm - lvl 191]

[You have defeated Phantom Lindworm - lvl 161]

…

Plenty of other monsters die in the aftereffect, but there are two notifications I’m waiting for.

[You have defeated Guardian Bison - lvl 235]

[You have defeated Goliath Crocodile - lvl 229]

There are no level-ups, but that’s fine. I feel as if the stress that’s been collecting inside me for quite some time has started to dissipate. I feel as if it’s easier to breathe now. It’s not perfect, I still have Vega to protect so I can’t let go and lower my [Focus], but even this is an improvement.

Just a nice step towards a happier Nat.

It’s not like I don’t like training or playing with inscriptions and items, but it’s been too long since I got to enjoy such a nice hunting ground, and I plan to use it as much as possible with the time remaining before Vega gets sent back.

“What?” I ask Vega, who is looking at me with her big red eyes.

“I also want to learn how to do that.”

Oh? Does she like my tricolored bombs? She is still far from ready, and I think a more reasonable person wouldn’t even consider teaching such a young kid something like that. But I’m not reasonable, and neither is my disciple.

“Don’t worry, I have a few ideas about how you might be able to do something similar with the help of your heart,” I’ve been thinking about it for a while.

Her eyes become even bigger, and I can hear her heart beat faster. She is MY disciple, isn’t she? Nathaniel Gwyn’s first disciple, the half-demon Vega.

Before this ends, we will come up with a few rather destructive uses for mana and kinetic energy.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey, so we are at chapter 300, which is quite nice, isn’t it? It took over 1 year, damn. But thank you all for sticking with me!

We are also close to 15k followers, so if you like the story and haven’t followed it yet, please consider doing so. There is an achievement I will get when I reach 15k followers, lol.

Anyway, a reminder that at the end of the month, I will be stubbing chapters 1-101 that will be put into Book 1 and published on Amazon on May 14th. I did talk about it more in the post-chapters author’s note here: https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/64916/hell-difficulty-tutorial-stubbing-chapters-1-101/chapter/1591199/chapter-295-the-bastion

So go and reread the chapters before I stub them, or maybe check them out on Amazon when it comes out. I will notify you when that happens!

Have a nice weekend, and see you next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (40 chapters / two months ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

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



                



Chapter 301 - Bullying Ashenwolf


                A day has passed. Vega is progressing well with her skills, and we even found some low-level monsters for her to fight. Most of them are younglings being protected by their herds. So I’ve been taking care of the more troublesome members of the group and letting my pocket half-demon deal with the rest.

The fights are dangerous of course, even young monsters can be surprisingly strong in this environment. Maybe the weaker ones just tend to die quickly.

As for me, I’m loving it. I would like this place even more if I didn’t have to take care of Vega and could lurk about on my own. It kind of reminds me of the 1st floor, where death could be waiting behind any of the trees, a forest full of deadly monsters. Yes, the 1st floor was the first place I really felt alive, being forced to fight for my life or die.

Now that I think about it, maybe I’m not all that normal either, maybe it’s not just the rest of group 4. But then I remember Lily’s happy smile as I suggested that she cut off her limbs and store them for sacrifice, and I quickly dismiss the thought. I am the normal one here.

I notice a presence sneaking closer and activate one of my anchors, sending a thermal burst through.

A small part of the forest explodes in sky-high flames, and even here I feel a bit of heat.

[You have defeated Battle Kobold - lvl 201]

[Lvl 221 > Lvl 222]

I turn my attention back to Vega, who is fighting a level thirty-one Kobold. The monster is multiple times taller than her, it looks like a bipedal lizard with dark brown scales.

The fight has been dragging on for a while already, and I think she could have ended it some time ago, but my disciple keeps trying to use kinetic energy during the fight. Her heart keeps beating, her [Kinetic Barrier] helping to absorb the recoil. As I keep my [Mana Domain] around her and am extremely careful to do so.

Unlike the monsters native to these parts, Vega isn’t used to these high mana levels. Hell, even I have trouble functioning normally without using my skills to compensate. I don’t want to see what it would do to her.

[Mana Domain - lvl 33 > Mana Domain - lvl 34]

Oh, nice, that’s something.

Vega, frustrated at her inability to shoot the monster with kinetic energy, just uses it to push her body to the side before closing the distance with another burst. Her dagger flashes, stabbing multiple times into the monster’s chest.

She lands on her feet, as the Kobold sends her flying with a well timed punch, her barrier absorbing most of the impact. She pushes herself up again, stabbing for the neck and using her left arm to fend off the monster’s gnashing teeth.

The kobold tries to tear through the [Kinetic Barrier] covering her forearm, but the life disappears from his eyes before he can.

Knowing the mood my disciple is most likely in, I don’t say anything and give her time to calm down.

More presences start closing in from all sides, and I send explosions through a few more anchors and grab Vega. Then, while the forest burns behind us, I push us into the air and quickly head for one of the smaller mountains.

Keeping our flight as short as possible, I land and then continue running on my feet, strengthening my body. But, just like before, even this is enough, and several flying monsters start circling the area, searching for us.

I hide our presence, and when I find an opening in the side of the mountain, I head towards it, and pushing through for a few seconds, I enter the cave. A thermal orb flies in the air, lighting the area, and the monster that seems extremely surprised to see us as it wakes.

[Ashenwolf - lvl 149]

The monstrous wolf isn’t even that big; his eyes are at the level of mine. His fur is gray, and his eyes are light gray.

Somehow I find the monster pretty and cute. Just a poor fella, awoken from its nap by intruders.

I use [Redistribution] to hold its movement, while the wolf tries to radiate some fire-based attack, but I absorb the heat, storing it in the thermal orb I’m using to light the cave. Then I disrupt its attempts to use a reinforcement skill and thwart a few more of its attempts. I let Vega go, and she starts looking between me and the wolf.

Yup, that’s me, the Bully. I’m totally bullying the poor guy and will continue to do so for a few more minutes, at least until the monster can catch its breath after its escape attempts. There doesn’t seem to be much mana left in the wolf, and its eyes change. The monster has recognized the difference between us and expects death. Yet it stands proud.

The wolf reminds me of the Crimsonwolf Tess and I fought on the 1st floor. Back then, I felt something like respect for the white wolf that caused us so much trouble and inspired the creation of one of my first skills.

I take a few steps and stop an arm’s reach away from the monster, continuing to hold its movement with my skill. His eyes meet mine, its growling fills the cave.

Then I pet him.

The wolf’s fur is nice and soft, and his body radiates a comfortable heat, it probably has something to do with his fire skills. As I continue to caress his head, I feel renewed attempts to escape, but there is no way he will be able to. Using my position as victor, I step closer and continue. It feels nice, and the confused, yet angry wolf is still cute.

Sure, it is almost a level 150 monster that would kill me given the opportunity. But now its life is in my hands, and I want to pet it. It might be because I miss Biscuit, but I even boop the wolf’s snout a few times. It’s nice and cold, but it just can’t compare to Biscuit’s, so I stop.

“Wanna pet it, Vega?” I ask my disciple. Yup, I lost our bet again. Losing concentration when we found ruins of a building, and I found weird inscriptions on it.

I’m starting to think that maybe our bet wasn’t such a good idea.

Vega doesn’t even bother asking if it’s safe nor does she hesitate. Nope, she just moves towards the wolf which stands there, frozen in place, and climbs on his back.

“It’s so soft and warm!” she says happily, her mood improving. She moves closer to the wolf’s head, which is almost as big as she is.

Yet the little half-demon isn’t scared at all. She seems to trust me fully and taps the top of the majestic wolf’s head, “Can we keep him?”

“It would be annoying, just pet him if you want, and we will leave in ten minutes.”

She is disappointed but then continues to snuggle the wolf for ten minutes. Then, as we are leaving, I release the monster, and he almost falls, his body now no longer restrained by my skills. He doesn’t even attempt to attack me, just stands there, his hackles rising, its deep growl filling the cave once more. I throw him a piece of deer meat I dried and exit.

Taking Vega into my arms, I jump off the mountain, boosting us only slightly to avoid colliding with the cliff. After ten seconds of freefall, I absorb our momentum, gently landing on a branch of one of the bigger trees.

A few dozen miles ahead of us lies the sleeping Calamity, and I wonder how much closer I can get to it safely. We’ve already shortened the distance by a third, so theoretically, we could reach it in a few days if we wanted to. But something tells me that wouldn’t be a good idea.

So I once again check the map I got from Darren, the one with information on the Mirror. Obviously, the map is terrible. The Valley it depicts is much smaller, and some of the mountains are missing, but I can use it as a rough estimation, and, going by that, the Mirror should be nearby.

 







 

It takes an entire day. Meanwhile, Vega levels up a few times, and her usage of kinetic energy has improved to what I think is an acceptable degree. We only have 5 days left, so I tell her to practice creating mana orbs and I start explaining the logic behind my tricolored orbs. She has a skill similar to [Focus], so she should be capable of doing something similar. Even if she can’t do it right away, she can always fill them with kinetic energy instead.

That day, we also got attacked by a snake as thick as a car. The monster moves extremely quickly, spewing acid at all times, and even radiates a form of mana I can’t fully block. It causes me to become lightheaded and makes it more difficult to keep up my external use of mana. It’s unable to pierce my Mantle, but the slithering moving debuff of a monster is extremely annoying.

I run between the trees, as they topple behind us. Dodging to the side, a long patch of the forest in front of us gets covered in green acid which starts to melt the trees.

A dozen of my mana projectiles trash the forest behind us, but the snake avoids them all, and as it moves, more trees fall.

A few monsters attack from the sky only to be hit by the debuff, slowed down, and then either snatched from the air or melted in green acid.

I create a few layers of barriers, and acid lands on them, slowly corroding them, forcing me to use more mana and let the attack drip down.

The thermal orb floating near me shoots a laser-like concentrated thermal attack, cutting trees apart with a smooth burned cut. It slashes against the snake as well, causing deep burns and filling the area with a loud hiss.

I create anchors near the monster, but they get disconnected from me by the field the snake constantly generates.

Vega has already passed out and starts breathing heavily, even through the barriers I’ve wrapped her in.

Pushing us further away, three tricolored bombs explode next to the snake, but I only see its long body slithering like a blur away from the explosions.

[Redistribution] fails to grasp the monster, and it never gets close enough to enter the reach of my kinetic attacks, and it avoids my ranged ones, detecting them as they take flight. Yet another asshole picking on me and taking advantage of the fact that I can’t fight properly with Vega in my arms. And yet another fella to add to my ever-growing list of beings that have pissed me off on this floor.

When my [Perception] locates the tunnels below us and a path heading there, I lure the monster further away, dodging the attacks.

Then I create hundreds of mana projectiles, each of them an orb the size of a golf ball. Thermal energy floods into each one of them, and I start my bombardment of the snake. They shoot off like rounds from a minigun, hundreds of them in just a few seconds, obliterating a big patch of the forest, some of them even manage to hit and burn the annoying snake.

The monster hisses, an even more concentrated acid attack shooting towards us, splashing against my barrier. I keep the barriers supplied with mana and even use [Infusion] to infuse them with [Resonance], and gradually the acid slides down, melting the earth, stones, and trees underneath.

Meanwhile, the snake leaves, and the annoying field it was generating goes with it.

I check on Vega, and she seems to be feverish, and the little half-demon is still unconscious. Carefully, I use my mana to push the barely noticeable remains of the snake’s aura away, and her breathing calms down.

Then I spend a bit of time testing my skills on the green acid that was left behind. The effect it has on [Resonance], how it clashes with kinetic or thermal energy. The amount of mana I need to use for [Regalia] to resist it. All that good stuff.

But one good thing comes from the snake’s attack.

Its acid melts a big chunk of the stone off of one of the hills, revealing the entrance to a crude tunnel that’s been shielded by the material around it. That allows my senses to reach inside, and I send them through the tunnel, slowly creating a map in my mind.

Then I find something interesting deep inside the tunnel.

A massive circular iron door not unlike the ones back at the Sanctuary.

Checking the map in the mana stone and the area, I manage to conclude that we’ve located the resting place of the Mirror. Whatever it is.

            


Chapter 302 - Thank you, minion


                Only when I stop in front of the giant iron door do I realize how different it is from the ones that lead into the Sanctuary.

This one feels much more powerful if that is the right word to use. There are inscriptions meant to take any mana that touches the door and use it to strengthen their defenses. Even the material itself is different. The iron is shinier, without a single speck of rust or damage.

Given the information I have, I would say that while the Sanctuary is an old abandoned bunker from before the war, this one is newer. Built using newer technologies and more up to date knowledge. Even the stone around the door has been strengthened, laced with veins of inscribed iron.

This seems like it will take a while, so I leave for a moment to block the entrance that was melted by the acid attack, I try to shield it as it was before, and then return to the door.

I take a blanket, lay it out on the ground, and set Vega on top of it, placing multiple layers of defense around her. I even add a few more mana stones inscribed to protect against the mana radiation that is so ever-present in the Valley. Then I activate my trait and touch the door, only to immediately let go, my eyes closed and pain drumming inside my head.

Yeah, this will take a bit longer than expected.

 







 

One day later, I already feel like throwing an all-out attack against the door.

None of it makes sense! How the heck is a normal Hell difficulty enjoyer supposed to get inside? Is there another way? Knowing the system, there probably is. No, knowing the system, there 100% are different ways to get inside. And most of them are probably much simpler.

BUT.

That doesn’t matter for shit. This is a clear challenge. A test of my skills, and there is no way I will stop now. 5th floor Nathaniel won’t back out, otherwise 6th floor Nathaniel will remember it and laugh at such a weak show of determination.

Nope, I will open this goddamn door. It is not even powered by mana, so its defensive capabilities are dramatically reduced. For what I know, it’s 50-90% easier to unlock it now compared to if it was supplied with mana. Thankfully, the core of the Bunker, either a mana crystal or mana stone, seems to have been drained. Yet, here I am, angry at the door.

“Master, I leveled up my [Mana Manipulation]!”

At least Vega seems to be happy. She woke up a few hours after we reached the door and after examining the area, she went to training.

Yes, I’m curious, but I won’t forget my role as her master. There are 4 days remaining, so I spend half of my time with the door and the other half training Vega. We spar, I pressure her, she trains her heart.

Over and over again, she gets hurt by me, forcing her to train harder and more. At this point I’m surprised she doesn’t hate me. I keep watching for that. A hint of growing hatred towards me, a desire for revenge. Yet there is none.

“Vega, do you not hate me?” I ask, taking a break from the door.

Hearing my serious tone, she takes her time to answer, “No,” she says simply.

“That’s it?”

“Yes. I do not hate master.”

Such a silly minion.

“I will be disrupting your mana. Do not even try to fight against it outside of your body. Try to keep the mana under your skin active to strengthen your body or send it to your heart,” I tell her.

“Yes!”

Splitting my mind into two parts, I turn to the door while the other one trains Vega.

 







 

One more day passes when I finally decide to do what I’ve been avoiding for a long time.

With a bit over three days remaining, I take a break from deciphering the door. I take two clean pieces of cloth from the bag along with a sweet fruity drink stored in a bottle with inscriptions meant to keep the contents cold. I also take out some sweets. All the things from the 4th floor.

Then I turn to Vega and ask, “Will you eat with me, Vega?”

A pure expression of shock appears on her face, and her heart palpates, beating weirdly. Revealing her surprise and shock. A big tear starts rolling down her cheek as I sit on the ground, the pieces of cloth marking our places, and I wait.

“Master… this… do you know… I,” she blubbers, and I wait.

Of course, I know. This custom, this gesture seems to be reserved for people you either like, respect, or want to build a relationship with. Vega, up until now, hasn’t had the opportunity to do this before the 5th floor, she probably only ever got to see other people doing this.

Then she tried it with me, and I still remember how happy she was that day. That day and every day after that. No matter how many times I accepted, she smiled just as happily as the first time.

But until now, it’s always come from her. Her show of goodwill, a desire for a relationship with her master. So it’s no surprise that she might react this way if I were to return the gesture.

“I don’t remember my disciple being such a crybaby,” I mutter.

She quickly blinks and wipes her eyes back and forth with her sleeve, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Vega then quickly sits down and, unlike many times before, she seems nervous as I take out food and drink for us. I take my time and carefully split the items between the two of us. Then we eat in silence, though I watch with amusement, as she nibbles on the sweets, and drinks the chilled fruit drink.

Even though she is so much smaller, she eats more than me and doesn’t even seem to notice that I barely touch it, carefully sliding it towards her.

The less food remains, the more sour my mood becomes, and that weird feeling fills my chest. When all the food is gone, she looks towards me, flashing me a giant smile that makes me want to pull on her horns.

“Vega,” I start carefully, “I will say a few words, can you repeat them after me?”

She tilts her head, curious, but then she nods, “Sure, master!”

“Pairing.”

“Pairing,” she repeats.

My throat feels a bit dry, so I take a sip and take a deep breath.

“Tutorial,” I say.

“Tutorial,” she repeats.

“5th floor.”

“5th floor,” she repeats.

“Floor quest.”

“Floor quest,” she repeats.

I open my mouth and then close it, only to open it again, “Hell difficulty tutorial, group 4, Noname, Savant, Beyond, Side quest, Train and protect disciple, shards, System shop.”

“Hell difficulty tutorial, group 4, Noname, Savant, Beyond, Side Quest, Train and protect disciple, shards, System shop,” she repeats perfectly.

“That’s enough.”

“Master, are you…” Vega pauses and then shakes her head. Instead, she smiles, “Did I do well?”

“Yes, you did. Thank you, Vega.”

 







 

POV Lily Chen

“Master, you keep staring into the air. Are you checking the community?”

I look at my disciple and, seeing no reason to lie, I nod, “Yes. Nathaniel is there, talking with Savant.” I notice that my disciple is displeased by that.

He is wearing the same clothes he wore when I met him for the first time. Even though he can’t be more than 7 or 8 years old, his clothes remind me of a formal black suit, clean. He wears them proudly, and his bearing is the same.

It’s adorable to see someone so young behave like that, but he takes it so seriously I can’t laugh at him. Apparently, his father is a Champion candidate and will reach that rank in a few years, something Pallius, my disciple, is extremely proud of.

“You don’t like that I’m talking with Nathaniel?” I tease him. It’s fun because his reactions are cute. A kid pretending to be an adult.

“From what you’ve told me master, the man called Nathaniel is unstable and unreliable. Master is wasting time on him. I will get my father to locate your planet and will find you after your tutorial ends. I promise to take care of you.”

Finally, I laugh a bit, unable to hold back, “Pallius. Just tell me more about the Pairing, Tutorial, and the system, and I will think about it.”

“I’m not dumb, master,” he shakes his head, “I will do so only if you promise to become my Shadow.” He mentions the title of some, probably, important position.

What would Nat do with such a stubborn kid?

I take a step closer, pinch his nose and shake it a bit.

Pallius seems extremely surprised, and at a loss for words, his eyes big as saucers. His face reddens, and his eyes change color from yellow to light blue, and his hair mimics that. Pallius isn’t human. His eyes and hair confirm that, as do the small wings growing from his back.

But there is something to it, I think, as I let go of his nose and watch as he steps back. Nat might be onto something!

Still red, Pallius shouts, wings on his back moving erratically, “Master! Don’t do that!”

“Yes, yes. But Pallius, your fingers are still missing, can’t you regenerate them quicker?”

He fixes his suit, and his hair and eyes change to a more neutral orange color, “It’s not that easy. Not everyone is as much of a genius as you are. I swear, master, you are dumb, you don’t realize how exceptional your healing skill is.”

“Don’t worry, we will get you there as well.”

I don’t know if the system is cruel or kind, but Pallius and I are similar. Ever since he told me about how lonely he feels with his busy father or how much pressure weighs on him, I can’t help but pity him a bit. But only a bit, he always gets ashamed and angry when I try to be nicer. So silly.

“What do you think? Should we head to the Bastion or the Valley?” I ask him.

“We have only a few days before I return to my world, so maybe the Valley? After I come back, we can go on a longer expedition, master.”

“So reliable,” I ruffle his hair as it returns to its pale blue shade.

“Master! Stop that! My father is a Champion candidate, and I’m not some kid to be subjected to this kind of childish and undignified treatment!”

“Sure, sure, Pallius.”

He doesn’t push my hand away and looks at me, “Master, just become my Shadow. And stop thinking of that Nathaniel guy. He is weak, and he doesn’t value you as much as I would. You even said he left you!”

“Don’t worry, minion, I will deal with Nathaniel on the next floor.”

“M-minion?”

“Oh yes, Nathaniel said in the Community that he calls his disciple that. Apparently, his disciple likes it a lot. So I will be calling you minion as well.”

“T-that evil man!”

I smile at him, and then, while we walk, I continue trying to use [Reconstruction] on the remains of the heart of the Fallen Hero. Even after a few weeks, it’s still in pieces and It’s extremely hard to work with, but I think I’m onto something.

 







 

Three days remain until Vega returns to the real world.

Real world.

A real disciple, from the real world. Not a fake, not a shadow of someone long dead. A real half-demon that’s become my disciple.

I might have become softer, and I totally blame it on the [Focus] that blocks most of my… violent tendencies, and other stuff. But I’m… happy, I think. So for rewards, I push my disciple more, and slowly she becomes stronger and stronger.

I could go out and level her more, but that’s not what I want. What I want is to create a great base for her that she can build on. Show her what’s possible and the rest is up to her.

And then, when the tutorial is over, I will find her and her world. She will be around 10 years old by the time the tutorial ends for me. Maybe even older as I’m not sure how long it will take to find coordinates to her world or how difficult it will be to travel there.

But I will do it.

I have also decided to spend one more day trying to open the door. If I don’t by then, we will leave with 2 days remaining, if something doesn’t change. That should be enough time to deal with the annoying acid snake, get some revenge on the Bastion jerks, stomp the Veil Guardian into the ground, and maybe even check on the Sanctuary.

It’s not that I’m worried about the people there; I’m just curious about what they decided. That’s one of the reasons I left Darren, Nina, and others alive. I really wonder how these people will deal with the knowledge of what they were eating. I’m also curious what Irvin, the source of that meat, did. Did he kill Darren? Did he stay down there, or did he leave to meet his daughter?

While I’m thinking of that, something clicks.

In the deep silence of the underground, it sounds deafening, and then in the light of my thermal orb, I see the door shift slightly. Just a tiny bit, creating an opening just wide enough for a human to push through.

That makes me stop and once again examine what I was doing, and after a minute, I’m absolutely sure I didn’t do anything that would cause it to unlock.

Should I close it?

I shake my head. Whatever. It could be the system unlocking them; it’s set to unlock for participants on some schedule, or there is something inside that opened it.

Who the hell knows?

“Vega, take your stuff; we are going in.”

I can hear movement behind me and her small feet tap against the floor as she moves quickly and packs up everything. When it’s done, we enter the bunker, me going first.

Foolishly, I try to open the door more, but it doesn’t move. It doesn’t move even as I use mana or as I strengthen my body. Not even the tiniest bit.

To be honest, it scares me a bit and also makes me want to take it with me to the 6th floor to examine what the heck is with them.

The tunnel we enter doesn’t have any inscriptions on the walls, and it’s perfectly shielded against my mana and senses. When I try to send my mana through the wall, it reflects back inside the tunnel.

After we’ve been walking for ten minutes, I start realizing how long the hallway is. All we can see is the same tunnel anywhere we look. There are no doors, no rooms, no markings. The only proof of us moving ahead is the shrinking door behind us.

Oh, and also two anchors, one near the door and another one outside. Plus, a few mana threads that will warn me the moment the door moves even the tiniest bit.

I also hold Vega’s hand, so I can teleport us both. Her possibly getting hurt by the teleportation sounds like a better option than being locked here. Just in case.

Ten minutes later, the area finally changes. The tunnel widens, and we pass through a few more iron doors, which are open. Each of our steps echoes through this otherwise quiet and dark place, and dust flies into the air. The air becomes stale in this perfectly empty bunker, devoid of anything that hasn’t been bolted down.

We pass by filtration plants, we pass by an enchanting facility. We pass by a forge as big as a two-story building.

There is a room full of shelves covered in dried-up plants that turn to dust when I touch them.

Another room is as big as a football stadium, filled with thousands of seats. The walls have been painted in a pale blue color and there’s a podium with a few paintings, barely visible behind it.

We eventually reach the core, a circular room with stairs running along the sides and heading down. When I send my thermal orb down there, I realize that it is as deep as a skyscraper for sure.

 A single crystal goes through the middle of this room. It brilliantly reflects the light, perfect and beautiful. The biggest mana crystal I’ve ever seen. The core of this place.

A few more rooms later, we finally reach a much smaller one. It’s barely as big as the room I used to live in with my sister. In that room, stands a simple mirror. It has no frame and it’s hovering in the air, just a bit over the floor.

I take a few steps and watch our reflections inside of it. Both of us are a bit dirty and our clothes are not in a good state. Then I read the information that appears.

The Mirror is an item. 

Yup, an item with a higher rarity than epic has finally appeared.

            


Chapter 303 - Remember what I taught you


                Duplicating Mirror (Arcane) -This mirror can replicate any object up to its rarity, vanishing after a single use. Its power offers a unique opportunity for duplication, but with the caveat of its irreplaceable nature, making its selection a critical decision.

Okay, I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

“Train for a bit,” I give another mana stone to Vega and turn to the mirror.

So, the next level of rarity after epic is arcane, and this mirror can duplicate any item up to arcane rarity. The unfortunate thing is that I don’t think there is anything of that rarity I could get my hands on on this floor.

Maybe I should try moving it and take it to the next floor with me. I bet some opportunities would arise there. The mirror itself is a bit taller than me and as wide as my unfurled arms, so it wouldn’t be such a big problem.

I touch it carefully and then try to move it. It won’t move. I use [Tether]. I use [Mana Domain]. I strengthen my body, I use mana arms. I try to push it with kinetic energy. Just like the door, the goddamn mirror won’t budge.

With a sigh, I sit in front of it and think while looking at my reflection.

Should I duplicate the Voidsteel slicer? It’s well within the higher grades of epic rarity, and I bet most people in Hell difficulty would kill for it. Yet, I still can’t help but feel something akin to regret, feeling it would be a waste.

I examine the mirror a bit longer.

These are some of the most delicate and tiny inscriptions I’ve seen up until now. It’s hard to even perceive them, and I have no fucking idea how they work or what they do. The mirror itself could be made from glass or from a thin piece of heavily polished metal. Heck, for all I know, maybe it’s just a reflective turd from a Calamity rank monster.

Also, the mirror quest says this.

Side quest: Locate the mirror

Reward: ???

It most likely means that whatever I copy will be my reward, that could be the reason for the question marks.

I wonder if I could duplicate Biscuit if he was here. Just the thought of two future Absolutes by my side fills me with bliss. Or maybe… I pause my thoughts here, the gears in my head spinning.

Maybe… would that work?

Probably? Logically it could work, the description doesn’t exclude it.

Oh my.

I quickly check the timer until Vega returns to her world, and it says almost three days.

Too little time.

Slightly annoyed, I return to examining the item in front of me.

 







 

When the timer reaches 3 days, I get a new pop up from the system.

 



Congratulations, you have protected your disciple and raised their level. In three days, you will be offered a choice. You can proceed to the next floor or remain on the 5th floor for another three weeks as the danger gradually increases.

If you choose to stay, in 3 days, your disciple will return to their world for a week. Subsequently, they’ll return to the 5th floor for the two additional weeks.

While the master-disciple relationship is crucial, it isn’t enforced by the system.

Your choice will be respected, free from penalties should you decide to proceed to the next floor.

 



After reading the message, I open the Community to curse at my group members for not letting me know. Any message with even the tiniest hint of these choices gets censored.

That probably explains why they haven’t said anything, but it’s still annoying, and while Biscuit shouts something about the food, I proceed to bully the others.

 







 

The timer slowly ticks down, and when our time is almost up, I put a stop to our training and let her rest. She also seems to realize our time together is coming to a close, so it’s hard for her to focus.

I’ve already prepared a small bag for her. We worked together to make it look old and dirty-looking, the same with her clothes. We hid a few mana stones, and she refused to give up any of the items I’ve given her, carefully storing them in a hidden compartment within the bag.

There is still a chance that someone might notice any decent items she’s carrying, and her low level might put a target on her back instead of helping her.

So, I won’t give her any powerful items. I also refrain from leaving any inscriptions on her skin with paint, nor do I give her any mana stones containing warrior enhancements. I decided at the beginning of the 5th floor, that I’d be careful not to help her too much, that I’d let her grow on her own. I have decided to trust in the training I’ve given her and to have faith in her own abilities.

One moment I think I’m doing the right thing, and another, I want to buy her an epic item or give her piles of valuables. It’s annoying, it’s difficult, and I’m not used to these feelings.

The fact that the system is even giving me two options is interesting in its own way. It makes a certain kind of sense. You can send your disciple away for a week, back to the moment before their death. The disciple will either die or survive based on their training. Then the disciple can use what they learned in their world and return a week later to give feedback and learn more.

Yes, the system said the relationship between master and disciple is important, and it was shown often by titles such as Champion’s disciple or Absolute’s disciple. But it’s weirdly nice of the system to offer such an option.

It could just as easily end up being a disadvantage as anyone who chooses the first option will start on the 6th floor 3 weeks early. But it might equal the chance to spend 1 week on the 5th floor without disciple and examine it.

For me, it’s perfect, more than perfect.

There is the mirror and my idea to use it. There is the Bastion, the Sanctuary, Veil Guardian, acidic danger noodle, and the sleeping giga-danger noodle.

I like that a lot and not just because I get to spend more time with this silly half-demon.

Damn it.

That’s how they get you, they act all cute, innocent, and weak. They need protection, they imitate, and get close to you. Then before you know it, you are attached. Even disciples are dangerous here.

While looking at the way she nervously steps from foot to foot, I also think about how she compares to me from the 1st floor.

Her level is higher, her skill levels are higher, and she has a lot of knowledge I didn’t, all specially prepared for her and her build.

She is strong, and I’m sure she could take on most of the members of group 4 from the 1st floor. Somehow, I still don’t think I would lose if we fought. Vega is wild, and she is the type that will scratch and bite when pushed into a corner. She is a fighter. But Nat from the 1st floor was even wilder. Someone who would sacrifice his limbs, and his body without hesitation just to get a nice hit in.

Now that I think about it, I did something similar to my leg not long ago, so maybe that’s not a good comparison. There is no way I’m as dumb as the me from a year ago, nope.

“Master,” Vega moves closer and then sticks her head out for me.

For a moment, I stand there confused, and then hesitantly, I grab her tiny black horn and shake her head.

She giggles, clearly enjoying it.

Then she opens her hand, and a nearly transparent mana orb floats out. I can sense the kinetic energy inside. The orb floats slowly and heads outside the room, where it receives a signal from Vega, and its surface shrinks, compressing the kinetic energy inside. Following that, the kinetic energy pushes against it, expands, and tears the orb apart in a small explosion.

Its damage is small, even smaller than if she had used her body. But it’s a first step, and my disciple seems happy. Very happy.

“Good job,” I say as I pull on her horn and gently shake her head.

I do realize how much our relationship has changed, and how our treatment of each other has evolved. Why is it so easy to let my guard down in front of someone Iike her?

I get down on my knees, carefully wrap my arms around her and pull her into a hug.

At first, she freezes, her small body barely moving, her heart beating like a scared little animal.

When I’m about to let her go, thinking I might have misunderstood, she puts her arms around me and hugs me back. She holds me with all the strength in her tiny arms, her head burrows into my neck and her pointy horns poke the bottom of my chin.

She refuses to let go for a long time, and when she does, she looks at the ground awkwardly.

“Remember what I taught you, okay? Stay safe, and I will see you in a week.”

Still refusing to meet my gaze, “Will do, master, so wait for me,”

“Sure.”

“Will you really be here when I return?”

“Yes.”

“You won’t… leave me?”

“You should know me better after the last few weeks.” As the time moves closer, I notice her becoming more and more nervous, but she will be fine. She is strong.

Finally, the countdown ends, and Vega looks towards a spot in the air. From the way her eyes move, the object she is looking at is as big as a door. It reminds me too much of Myrra, unable to see the entrance to the 5th floor. In the same way I can’t see the portal leading to her world. It’s surprisingly disturbing.

“Minion, my punishment has ended, so I don’t have to call you by your name anymore,” I say as she takes a step.

She turns to me and after a moment of hesitation a smile appears on her face, “Master is dumb, same as me. I’ll be back, and you’ll call me Vega again!”

Without saying anything else, she passes through the invisible portal, and a new message pops up.

 



Congratulations on protecting your disciple. According to how your disciple does, you will receive ??? after leaving the Floor.

Would you like to continue to the 6th floor or stay on the 5th floor?

Warning! If you decide to stay on the 5th floor, you will have to wait a week until your disciple is summoned back. Then you will have to protect your disciple for another 2 weeks in harsher conditions! If your disciple dies you will fail your floor quest, and receive severe punishment.

Warning! If you decide to enter the 6th floor, your connection to your disciple will be severed. Your disciple can also choose to sever the connection between you. If the connection is cut, you will lose opportunities.

Choose wisely!

 



“Why are you giving us options out of nowhere,” I mumble. “The more floors we pass, the more informative and nice you are.”

The system doesn’t answer, as always, and I just close the windows after deciding to stay.

Overall, I like it. There is so much to do and so many quests to complete, and without Vega… I weaken the hold [Focus] has on some of my emotions, and my mood changes.

Now that she is gone, it feels like that bit of warmth, the flame I had to protect, is gone too, and I can go back to my usual self.

While looking in the mirror, I take out conductive paint and start drawing on my forehead, around my eyes, and on every free spot on my head. It takes a while, but I try to do it as precisely as possible. After that, I paint even more across the rest of my body. That takes even longer.

When everything is ready, a small orb of mana forms nearby, quickly compressed, focused to a much smaller size turning to black mana. The familiar pressure threatens to take over my mana, but I just pull it into my hand, absorbing it into my body through the inscriptions as they disappear.

I take a part of that mana and use it to strengthen my body. The black mana flows through my circuits, and my healing passive activates as well. I generate even more heat and send it towards my head. Then I take another portion of black mana and use it to [Focus], and at the same time, I activate my trait while looking at the mirror.

The colors disappear, and the world slows down to a crawl. My thoughts spin wildly. My immensely strengthened [Focus] works in tandem with Mana Wavelength Iris, sorting and processing collected information.

I’ve wondered what my specialty is for a while now. Is it my Primordial energies? My mana projectiles? Multiple kinds of bombs? Disrupting opponents’ mana? The redistribution of absorbed energies? There are plenty of powerful options in front of me, and my build certainly fits the phrase jack of all trades, master of none.

But there is something I was thinking of.

The world I see through my enhanced eyes is beautiful, so full of information and options. Here it’s even possible to get a peek at the arcane grade item in front of me. I see the inscriptions, and with this comes the tiniest bit of understanding.

My eyes are powerful, it’s a really strong trait, and in combination with [Focus] to process the information and with black mana to power it all, this may allow me to become a master of many skills instead of settling for a partial understanding of them.

I won’t give up on any of my skills to specialize in one, no, I will keep them all, and all of them will become powerful enough to be considered specializations. I will drag my body, bleeding, and broken, until I reach that goal.

The black mana is finally spent, leaving me with the after-effects. My vision blurs, my head spins, and I’m barely capable of controlling my mana well enough to generate thermal energy.

Huddled up in the corner of the room, I clench my fists, waiting for the aftereffects to fade.

I have seen it, and it seems that my plan will be possible. I may have found a really fun use for this mirror. 

Let’s see what the system has to say.

            


Chapter 304 - Using the Mirror


                It takes me almost an entire day, and I use the rest of the mana conductive paint, applying it to the mirror, floor, and my body. I even etch inscriptions into my skin. Lastly, I also melt down some of the metals I’m carrying to add to it all. When it’s all done, I sit there, eating some food and enjoying the rest of my chilled drink.

While I’m waiting for my body to recover from my overuse of my eyes, I open the community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -test test!

Sset (Hell, group 4) - you missed two days.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -I was busy. Is everyone ok?

Sset (Hell, group 4) -yes, but NotAaron’s disciple died and he was moved to the next floor.

Oh.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - his brother followed him, so he’s not alone.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -that sucks.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - he was really shocked, I hope they will be ok.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) -it all was going so well, and then…

The rest of his message is censored, and I guess a few more after that.

Sset (Hell, group 4) -The other news is that Gareth and WhiteWing have finally entered the 5th floor as well. They lost two members at the end of the 4th floor, in the battle against the First One. One more died from one of the other groups.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -hey guys, yeah. The ant couldn’t damage Gareth or the others around him, so he went after our ranged players. He was too quick for us to do anything. Fucking insect.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) -it’s good to see that you guys are okay. Oh, Noname, Gareth wants you to speak with him sometime. But now I have to attend to my disciple, so later.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -later, take care.

My message feels awkward, even to me, but it is what it is. I was never good at this kind of thing.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -I will be a bit busy for the next few days, so don’t be surprised if I don’t join.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - be careful! Your passive sucks.

Lily seizes the opportunity to poke fun at my passive and demands that I remove it. We bicker for a while before I close the window and return my full attention to the mirror.

It’s time.

My eyes activate, and black mana from the orb seeps into my body. I force it under my control and forcefully calm my quickly beating heart. Then I take a step towards the mirror and activate it in concert with the inscriptions I’ve made.

I feel the arcane item react, its mana reaching out to me, as it attempts to find something to duplicate.

I can’t change the way it works or its function, nor can I do anything too big. No, I still have a long way to go before I get to that point. Instead, I give it a slight poke. Just a tiny bit, I mess with the inscription and help it find the object I want it to duplicate.

That object is me.

The weirdest feeling flows through my body. It’s as if someone is examining me so deeply that they must know every nook and corner of my being. The entirety of my body and mind are being scanned. And I allow it to happen.

 



Warning! The Duplicating Mirror is being utilized in an unintended manner. This use does not align with the tutorial’s intended purpose. Small changes have been applied.

A chosen object for duplication will not be permanent, a time limit and restrictions have been applied.

 



The window disappears, and I take a step back, and my reflection takes a step forward at the same time.

A leg steps onto the floor, and as the mirror cracks and disintegrates into shining particles, another me enters the room, his clothes disappearing along with the items he had on him.

My eyes meet his. I’ve thought of it often, and I expected to be able to read him, but I can’t. I guess there is a difference between reading other people and myself.

“Fuck, that’s creepy,” he says, stealing the words from my mouth, and proceeds to take some clothes from the floor. He is acting casually, but I know that he is thinking, and I even feel him circulating thermal and kinetic energy through his body.

“Access to Community and system shop and floor quests?” I ask.

“Cut off.”

“Status, skills?”

“All the same. Fuck, this is creepy,” he repeats again, “I think I understand why people always want to punch your face in.”

“Our face… your face… or my face, whatever. And they’re just jealous,” I say, “try activating your trait for a moment.”

Before he complains, I activate mine as well, and with a sigh, he does just that. I can still see his brown and gray eyes, but there is a golden circle around the pupils.

“Good, at least it is as cool-looking as I thought,” he says what I’m thinking again.

When he is finally clothed, I ask him, “So you don’t think that you are original?”

“Obviously, I do not,” he says, as his expression changes slightly.

I don’t even have to ask what he’s thinking. He is me, and I know what I would do, and he knows I know given that I was thinking about it before I used the mirror. So it’s still fresh in his memory.

Clonthaniel stretches, he’s already deactivated his trait, but Primordial energies are still collecting inside his body. The way he moves his body is unnerving, and the way he’s looking around is even more so.

“Damn, I really want to punch you,” I say.

“Right? It’s the same for me. Anyway, three weeks, right?”

“Yeah, I don’t think the system will let you enter the 6th floor or even let you exist for too long. We already fucked up the mirror, and there are limitations in place.”

“That’s true. I’m pretty sure I have 2-3 weeks at most. It’s this feeling… I have you to thank for that.” He doesn’t smile, taking a step closer instead, and I let him.

Both of us face each other.

Yes. He will help me, we will both improve our skills and train together. He will do it because it’s the only logical way to think. But at the same time, he hates me, because he is fake and he will disappear, while I’m the real one.

In the time given to him, he will try everything he can to stay alive, even attempt to take over and replace me.

Clonthaniel takes some food from the bag, after taking a bite, he says, “Best food I EVER ate.”

Okay, that was a good one. Let’s ignore the fact I already had this joke planned out during the preparations.

As if on cue, both of us sit on the ground, opposite each other.

I gesture at him, and he nods, creating an orb from black mana and making it float between us. Both of us activate [Mana Domain], reaching towards it while activating a few more skills and our eyes.

Two of us should be able to come up with a better way to handle the black mana, right? His incentive is the need to improve so he can trick the system or replace me. For the next few weeks, we have the same goal: to improve as much as possible and as quickly as possible. I could use the mirror for my stats, maybe even a trait or something else. But I believe that because of the rarity of the item, there would be a time limit.

This way I can learn a lot from our cooperation, something that will stay with me no matter what.

Let’s just be careful not to get killed by him. That would be awkward.

We both use [Resonance] and we don’t even need to match the frequencies of our mana. They are already the same. We are the same being.

Then, together we surround the black mana with our domains and try to dominate it.

 







 

“Veil guardian is mine,” I tell him.

“Hell no, I’ll kill that bitch.”

“Don’t you have better things to do? Make a personality imprint or something?”

“As if I could replicate my mind perfectly within a few weeks. I won’t be able to create an imprint that would 100% be me.”

“So what, you want to prolong your life and wait here in hopes Cockroachsandra will find you on this floor? Everyone got their own instance of the 5th floor.”

“Blah blah, you talk like I haven’t thought of that. And why are you so talkative,” Clonthaniel asks.

“I mean, there is no need to hide anything, you already know it all. Don’t you agree that’s weird?” I ask.

“Duh, you know what pisses me off? I still remember that it was my decision to use the mirror like this. I know what brought me there. I know the plan and what I expected from it. Part of me even thinks it was me who made the decision, so I can’t be too angry. But the longer I’m my own being, the more I differ from you and the more I want to jump at your throat.”

“If you do and somehow succeed in killing me or get me killed by summoning Veil Guardians, or the sleeping danger noodle, you will probably disappear too.”

“Yes, but you know what? If I come to the conclusion that I will disappear no matter what I try, I will be taking you down with me,” he says. As always, he says it calmly, and I can see his [Focus] working. His face is emotionless, yet this is what he’s saying.

Up until now, I haven’t realized how disturbing it feels. I mean, I had some idea, but seeing it? Seeing him move, look around, talk? There is this uncanny valley kind of feeling, seeing my reflection in the mirror become its own being.

“You just keep saying things I already thought before using the mirror,” I shrug, “anyway, why is your left arm pale?” I ask.

“Because I’m a perfect copy, isn’t it simple? You should be asking why your left arm is still pale no matter how many times it gets hurt and you restore it. Theoretically, it should become normal again, right?”

“Do you think Lily did something to ensure it will remain pale forever? She marked us?”

“Would you be surprised? That girl is bonkers. Did you notice how little she’s spoken to you in the Community lately? Before she was much more talkative and cheery. I bet she’s pissed off that you left the group at the end of the 4th floor.”

“She must be busy with her disciple; that’s why,” I retort.

“Even you don’t believe that. Dude, if you meet her on the next floor, she will beat you up.”

“As if I’d let her. And why the fuck are you speaking like this? You made all these decisions too.”

“You are the original, asshole, as Biscuit would say. Damn, I hope I get to see that silly corgi. Anyway, it’s kind of refreshing to talk about it. Group 4 is a bunch of weirdos, aren’t they? I mean, even Isabella.”

I shift on the ground to make myself more comfortable and lean against the wall, “Who knows what will become of her as she grows up in the tutorial. Plus, she’s got that ancient bloodline Noodle.”

“It’s fine, Noodle is cute too, so I don’t mind if he becomes the devourer of worlds or something.” Clonthaniel shakes his head, “Tess is scary too with her antimatter cannon sniping. Can you imagine her in a few years? She might be able to snipe people from orbit.”

I snort, “People? She will be obliterating small cities from there. But damn, I’m still jealous of Sophie’s Manipulation.”

Clonthaniel smiles slightly. Both of us have relaxed the control [Focus] has over our emotions as we use most of the skill to manage the preparations we’re making to the inside of our bodies.

He continues, “I know how hard you’ve tried to evolve your [Mana Manipulation] into [Manipulation]. Too bad you failed.”

“Yes, yes, you failed, we failed. Damn, this is annoying. Anyway, I’m almost done, and you?”

“The same. I will be going first.”

“Hell no,” I say.

“Then I won’t be helping.”

I look at him as he says that, and I don’t even need to read him to confirm that. I know what I would have done, “I want to punch you,” I say instead.

“That means you want to punch yourself.” He stands up and moves closer.

He sits with his back to me, and I put my hands on his back and let my mana flow through his skin. His mantle and natural defenses are gone, he’s lowered them, and our mana is the same, so it passes easily. It’s almost disturbing how easily.

Well, it’s time to make a new construct, and this one will be even more powerful than I wanted it to be. I wonder how far I can push it with two of me working in tandem.

This is going to be scary.

            


Chapter 305 - No preparations, no surprise attacks


                Clonthaniel is skilled, very much so. I watch the way he moves his mana through his body. He uses [Regalia] to create a core exactly in the middle of his chest behind the ribs.

Together we compress it, and it’s easy. It’s so damn easy. Having someone to spot for me makes it easier to prevent the orb from turning into a shining bomb, ready to explode, or into an orb of black mana, so we can push it further.

He notices this as well, and without saying anything, he scratches the initial plan, and we increase the size of the orb and compress it further.

The sheer amount of mana we manage to compress is enough to evaporate a city block or a small mountain, and we continue even beyond that. Giving our all to make it happen. He relies on me, and I rely on him, and both of us know that if we screw up we will disappear in an awesome and deadly explosion.

Then while I hold the orb stable, he starts working on pathways. He creates connections to his heart, redirects some circuits, and adds new ones. Our biggest inspirations for this construct are Mana Reservoir, the passive allowing me to store three times my mana, Mana Cycling, the technique I learned from the cockroach-like Absolute, and lastly, my experience from creating my Thermokinetic Mana Heart.

So this new one better be juicy.

I let him know that I need help, and he takes a moment to stop inscribing the inside of his body and helps me keep the orb under control. Instead, I extend my senses to examine the work he has done, then I continue where he left off, connecting pathways to the core, surrounding it with dozens of connections to his heart.

Then a new idea forms in my head and I create a tiny orb in his chest and inscribe the idea on that.

My intent comes through, and he looks at the plans inscribed on the tiny orb, before nodding.

I let the orb with plans to dissolve and repurpose that mana to create another web around the orb. This one will do the work of the Mana Overload Absorption passive. In case the orb overloads, it will take some of the excess energy and disperse it through the body preventing it from exploding.

Carefully, we then connect it all to the Regulator. Then we spend almost ten hours going over it all, over and over again. We make some small changes, we add some twists.

We even manage to catch a small mistake that would have blown him away about a minute after activation, by our estimation.

Little things like that.

But what excites me most are all the possibilities. If this all works the way it should, it will open up so many options for the future, and this will be the next tiny step forward.

One mind isn’t enough, so we work together to carefully awaken the construct, and when mana fills all the pathways, I can finally let go. It takes me a minute to calm down, just now realizing how much this took from me.

Clonthaniel then turns around, “Everything’s fine so far.”

“Description?” I ask.

“You will see when you get it.”

“What a dick.”

“Yup.”

“Fuck, I want to punch you,” I tell him.

“Yes, yes,” he stands up and removes two pieces of clean cloth from our pack.

Don’t tell me he’s…

He sets two pieces of cloth in front of us and some food off to the side.

“So let’s rest before starting on your construct. Will you eat with me, Nathaniel?” Clonthaniel lowers his [Focus], and his face settles into a creepy smile.

I appreciate the lame joke, but somehow that makes me want to punch him even more than if he made the statement without emotion.

 







 

Another ten or so hours later, we finish creating my construct, and I let mana flow through until it activates.

A notification pops up.

 



Congratulations, you have created your fifth Construct. The name will be kept as such and will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills. Well done!

Vortex Core (construct) 

The Vortex Core is useful for energy conservation, holding swirling Primordial Kinetic and Thermal energies within its confines. It is ready to unleash these forces at the user’s will. It remains dormant until needed, ensuring that the user has access to stored energies.

 



“Is it any good?” I ask Clonthaniel, who is already practicing his inscriptions. He is on a bit of a time limit, so he is extremely motivated.

“Fucking good,” he says simply and then ignores me.

Well, I should have expected something like that. I redirect part of my mana to my Thermokinetic heart and start generating thermal energy. Thermokinetic heart, using the heart as a medium, transforms my mana. Then I can easily store some of that energy in my Vortex Core.

Even now, I think Mana Reservoir is probably my strongest passive. So, what could be better than having something similar for Primordial energies?

The Vortex Core will store them, and the vortex will spin them inside me, compressing them somewhat. The spinning itself works like Mana Cycling allowing me to store more or keep it from leaking. With a few upgrades, it could be possible to make the vortex more prominent, allowing me to compress them more or combine the two.

Later, I may even be able to add a storage for mana. I could even do it now, but I rarely use all of my mana, so larger quantities of Primordial energy will be more useful. It also solves the issue of needing to sacrifice part of my [Focus] to keep the thermal or kinetic orb nearby.

The question is, how much energy is the core able to store? I don’t expect it to be as strong as my epic passive and store something crazy like three times my mana. But damn, even half of that would be crazy good.

So there I sit, constantly sending thermal energy to the core. After some time, I change the setting on the regulator and set more of my mana to work on it. I also generate kinetic energy and mix that in as well. The kinetic and thermal energies spin together, but they do not mix. The golden color of thermal energy, distinct from the translucence of kinetic energy.

It stores the amount I would expect and I would be extremely happy with that alone. But then it continues. The orb we compressed, enlarged, and improved easily allowing it to do so.

When the failsafe we created activates and cuts off the energies flowing into the core, I examine the amount. Isn’t that enough to blow away a few buildings with ease?

Should I maybe try hunting the sleeping noodle? With so much…

“Yeah, fighting the sleeping noodle is a bad idea,” the clone says.

When I look at him, he continues, “I thought of it the moment I saw the amount of energy I could store, and if you think about it, I’m currently 10 or so hours older when it comes to the new construct. So I have more experience. Maybe I should call you minion.”

“Maybe I should call you an asshole.”

“Anyway, I thought of it, and the snake is probably somewhere between 330-400. So, it’s a bad idea. You just need to remember how the Guardian, with a level under 300 fucked you up.”

“Us.”

“You. I’m barely 1 day old. A minor. So, grandpa Nathaniel, you should help me. I’ve thought about it. Creating a perfect personality imprint is impossible. Both of us know how difficult it is given that we could only leave that trash behind on the 4th floor. But maybe we could find something in this bunker. Later we can even try to check the Veil. But first, you should check the system shop to see if…”

“It’s there, I already checked.”

“And?”

“You will see when you get it,” payback for refusing to give me the description of the construct.

He just looks at me without saying anything.

“Fuck, the way you look at me creeps me out,” I say.

“Yes, yes, so?”

“There are arcane grade items and passives.”

“Prices?”

“100,000 shards for an arcane item, 200,000 shards for an arcane passive.”

“Well, fuck, that’s like 25 times the price of epic stuff. Epic items and passives are 20 times more than rare. So what? Rarity after arcane will be 30 times more than arcane? 3 million shards for items and 6 million for passives?”

“Most likely, but can you imagine an arcane Mana Reservoir?” I tell him.

Clonthaniel closes his mouth, and I can see his gears spinning.

Yes, just how much mana would a passive like that be able to store? It makes me wonder if there is a limit to my epic Reservoir. Logically thinking, it shouldn’t be able to go on forever, right? Tripling my mana, even if I was a much higher level than I am, that shouldn’t be possible for a passive that may be useless to me then.

“I’m going to deal with the Veil Guardian, and when I return, we can either examine this place or go to the Bastion.”

“Sure,” he agrees, far too easily.

Like me, he remembers the Guardian, but the moment he became my duplicate, the moment he had a time limit before disappearing, his priorities changed. He currently wants different things than I do. I want to finish the quests, improve my skills, and deal with my enemies while working with him on some other stuff. His goals are to come up with a way to survive, and damn, I’m sure he hates me; I’m sure I would hate being in that situation.

Given the opportunity, if he could gain anything from it, I know he would kill me, and he will try the moment he decides he can’t survive. I’m also sure he is already working on plans. But I’m the same.

As more time passes, the more different he will become from me. It’s simple logic, really. Everyone changes according to their environment. But at the same time, it feels comfortable. I don’t need to hide anything, he knows everything about me, and I know about him. Both of us can lower our [Focus], and it doesn’t even feel unnerving. It’s a fascinating experience.

I give him one last look, as he sits in the dark room working on inscriptions with a mana stone.

Then I take the Voidsteel slicer and, boosting my body, exit the bunker, hiding the entrance behind me. I boost myself into the air and burn the flying enemies waiting to attack me and fly out of the Valley.

The moment I pass through the mist-like barrier, the constant pressure on my mana disappears. It feels as if a weight has disappeared from my body, and my mana moves quickly again. It’s extremely refreshing.

Pushing myself high into the air, I reach into my core and use kinetic energy to move myself toward the city where I fought the guardian. Without Vega, the flight is much quicker; the country under me nearly blurs.

Holding the Voidsteel slicer in my hand and all that mana and energies inside my body, I land on the road between multiple skyscraper-like buildings. Two javelins over my shoulders compress and grow heavier while I search for the monster.

It doesn’t take long, barely an hour, and I locate the Veil Guardian. The monster is there, it hasn’t noticed me yet. He moves like he’s searching for something. His right arm is still missing, it hasn’t been restored. His face is still messed up, blinded in one eye. Yet even with all these wounds, the monster moves with confidence. Each step is that of a hunter, a predator.

I let my [Focus] weaken even further and let all those emotions flow inside me.

My hand shakes holding the blade, and my breaths are quick and panicked. I feel fear.

I still remember the monster biting into my leg in an attempt to eat me alive like it did to the other humans from before. I remember the quiet hours as I lay there under the rubble, my body broken and bleeding out. Hoping the monster had left, but too scared to heal myself lest that bring it back.

All of that is there, but there is also an anger that surfaces as well. A pride and deep hatred of the monster that stepped on it. Even knowing that I should reactivate it, I keep [Focus] down. The longer I look at the monster, the more my plans change. 

Then, something inside me snaps, and I launch the javelins. Not at the guardian, but to the opposite side. I let all the mana I’ve been collecting seep into the area, and I grab all of the kinetic and thermal energy my core holds, I grab and release it behind me.

The resulting shockwave tears chunks out of the road, and topples buildings, sending them flying as if caught in a hurricane. After that, all the stored thermal energy explodes as well, melting the structures and roads alike. Scorching the air and flickering as golden flames blaze through the surroundings.

The monster obviously notices and turns to me. It doesn’t rush me like before, but the gaze in its single red eye is the same. Deep hatred and anger directed at me.

With my stored mana and energies gone, there is only one thing remaining.

I redirect a thin thread of kinetic energy toward my face and explode it in front of my eye, blinding it.

The monster takes a step towards me, and I take a step towards it.

Then I put the blade into my left hand and cut off my right arm at the shoulder. I watch the blood spurt as the severed limb falls to the ground. As it lies there in the middle of the road, I think it feels somehow funny.

A burst of kinetic energy explodes from me, vaporizing my severed arm.

My next step is much more confident and lighter. My face breaks into a smile.

It feels so right. No hiding behind my skill, no emotions being pushed away. Just me and all the fear I feel overwritten by other emotions instead of being pushed to the back. There is me and the monster. No preparations, no surprise attacks, no stored mana or energies. 

The same amount of limbs, the same amount of eyes.

The Guardian opposite of me slows its steps, hesitation evident in its movement until it stops.

I charge first, blood dripping from my destroyed eye and the stump of my arm. No mana leaves my body. Voidsteel blades meet, and I absorb the kinetic energy of the impact and don’t budge at all.

That energy flows into my body, strengthening me even further as I move to the guardian’s blind side. It’s a small advantage because of all the senses it has besides sight, but even that little helps.

The guardian moves faster than me, our blades meet multiple times, and each time I’m barely able to block it.

There is fear, filling me each time the monster moves, and as I feel gravity increasing my weight, trying to push me down.

Each attack is easier to block than the last, even though I’m getting slower and the monster moves quicker. I read its movements, I sync with its rhythm, and I absorb all the impact.

The swings of the guardian make a terrifying noise that reverberates through the air while I move slower, accepting the strikes with the blade in my hand. There is blood seeping from my hand as I squeeze the raw metal where the handle should be.

As the fight drags on, I grow more accustomed to its attacks and better able to read the monster’s moves. Using kinetic energy in bursts to make my body quicker becomes easier, and I’m finally able to disrupt the gravity magic attempting to slow me down.

I become quicker, I dodge attacks, and I start pushing the guardian.

And with that comes disappointment. The monster is clearly weakened from before. Its body is wounded, and slower, and even its skills are weaker. It’s still a terrifying enemy, and yet it’s lacking.

A swing of my blade severs one of the monster’s legs, and I step to the side as its swing destroys the building behind me.

I want to fight more, I want to feel this fear and all these feelings. This rage and excitement. But this weakened monster in front of me isn’t capable of satisfying those emotions. 

My passives resist the strain I’m putting on my body, and I move quicker, and my next slash sends the guardian’s head flying.

[You have defeated Veil Guardian - lvl 289]

[Lvl 222 > Lvl 224]

I disrupt the signal from the body to the Veil.

Not yet.

Then I look down at the corpse. 

I expected satisfying revenge, yet I found what could only be a broken toy. But not all is lost. There is one enemy that will test me, that will get the best out of me before this floor ends. An opponent that I’m absolutely sure is much more terrifying than the one I just killed.

The one that is waiting for me by the bunker in the Valley.

After grabbing the monster’s arm with the blade I lift off and finally let my passive heal my wounds as I fly. [Focus] snaps back into place, and my head clears off when I reach the Valley.

I pass through the wall of mist, and the immense pressure of mana welcomes me like before. Then I freeze.

The Gaiathra, the giant sleeping Calamity with a snake body and six legs, has moved. The calamity still sleeps, but now its body has shifted.

But most impressive is the miles upon miles of destroyed forest, obliterated, leveled to the ground without anything left standing. Even a few of the hills and mountains that stood nearby are gone.

Clonthaniel? What did you do while I was gone?
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Chapter 306 - I woke it up


                I get into the bunker where I find the asshole in the room with the core as he examines the giant mana crystal pillar. As I enter, I feel his senses touch me, and he turns his attention to me.

“Again…” he stares at my missing arm and my eye that is close to being healed, “do you even realize how much we tend to lose limbs? It can’t be normal at this point. Is it Bambi’s curse?”

“What have you done?”

“Just try to think about it; you could build five of us with the limbs you’ve lost. Actually, do you think it could work? If Lily helped…”

“It’s not that many. And maybe? What have you done?”

“It is a lot. We are the only reason Lily’s been able to level up her healing skill so quickly; we boosted her. And I did nothing wrong.”

“The sleeping noodle moved,” I say.

“Yup. I woke it up.”

He did what to the three-question-mark monster?

“Damn, it is fun to tease you like that. I know how you will react, and most of the time I can even predict the exact words you’re going to say, yet it’s still funny. Like a game, trying to predict a coin flip.”

I can’t even say much, it really does sound fun, “So, want to show off?”

“Oh, you know me well.” He gestures at me and leads me to another room. “I already toured the bunker, and it’s mostly useless, as is to be expected. At this point, I bet it’s the system making things more difficult. All the data has been deleted, the facilities are destroyed and it’s beyond my abilities to make them work. At the moment it’s just a cool place to store the mirror. Obviously you’re free to check it out, you will surely find a lot to inspire you here along with a few tidbits of knowledge.”

We enter the auditorium, and he boosts his body and sits on the podium, and I follow, taking a seat in the front row.

He explains, “Do you remember that annoying acid serpent and the weird aura snake?”

Oh my, he did not do that.

“Yes, I did that!”

Fuck.

“Yup, fuck.” Clonthaniel seems to be having fun, “I was thinking, you know. This bunker’s sole purpose was to store the mirror, so how can we learn what happened here? Surely not the Sanctuary and even the Bastion seems to be lacking. Then I remembered that there was a quest to avoid waking up the sleeping Calamity. Why? No one would go close to it anyway, right?”

He swings his legs, as he uses a thermal orb floating between us to light the huge room and its rows upon rows of empty seats.

“It’s a bit of a stretch, but I wanted to find out if there was some kind of facility or bunker near the sleeping noodle,” he adds with a dramatic pause, “And there is! The problem is that I couldn’t get inside. So, I found the acid snake asshole, left some marks on him, and imitated his mana. Then I used a few bombs mixed with his acid to attack the noodle. You probably saw the outside, but the big boy wasn’t happy at all.”

“Damn, I would have loved to see that.”

Clonthaniel nods, “Cool as heck. Anyway, the asshole snake is gone. The danger noodle moved a bit, which allowed me to place a few anchors through a crack in the entrance he’s been sleeping on. I already sent a few monsters through one of the anchors, and it hasn’t woken him up, so we can go in a bit.”

“So, you are hoping something inside will help you?”

“Yup, the natives here created the Veil, so they will surely have some nice stuff in their databases. And that place seems to be one of the facilities they used to work on the Veil. Even Butler assumed there might be a facility like that in the Valley.”

At first, I wanted to trash-talk him for taking such a risk, but then I took notice of my missing arm. Ehm, maybe let’s stay quiet about that for a bit.

It also confirms that we are slowly becoming more and more different. His goals are different than mine, so he’s thinking about different things, and practicing other skills.

It’s fascinating to watch, and when I think about it now, most of the things he did make sense, and I totally can see myself doing the same in his situation.

“By the way, healing with our passive is quicker when you use thermal energy from the Vortex Core,” I tell him. 

“Sounds good. Will you give me one of the Voidsteel blades?” he looks at the new one that I just got.

Without hesitation, I throw it to him, and he grabs it.

I know both of us are thinking of the same thing at that moment.

“Let’s practice controlling black mana. We can spend a day or two on it.” I suggest. “After that, we can go to the Bastion, get some mana conductive paint, and maybe a few more useful items. After we come back here, we can enter the bunker under the Calamity,” 

“That much is reasonable. Also, I want you to help me with the core of this bunker for half a day. I think I found a few interesting things, and two sets of eyes might be better than one.”

“Okay.”

Without any other words, we get to it.

 







 

A day passes, we do not sleep, and the black mana orb constantly hums in the air, fighting against us.

“It just keeps being annoying,” Clonthaniel complains. “If we lose even a bit of concentration it starts pulling all our mana in.”

“I thought giving it a different shape would help, but right now it seems that the only thing that weakens the effect is absorbing it into our body.”

“It might be because of our passives, hell, maybe the Mantle is helping or maybe it’s our Mana Circuits.”

“Mana Circuit sounds more reasonable, maybe it’s our passives. Upgrading our Mana Circuits might help.”

“Well, it’s not like we’re going to be upgrading our eyes; they’re hard enough to deal with already.”

I nod, “Do you still think there might be hidden grades to active skills and traits?”

“For sure, we already have confirmation when it comes to active skills given that there are skills like [Disintegration], and what did the guy from hard difficulty have? Water blast or some bullshit. If that doesn’t confirm hidden grades for skills then nothing does.”

“I don’t even remember his name, C something. Well, it would be cool if Mana Wavelength Iris was rare. Even though I still liked the Arcane Skeletal Framework. Could be an amazing trait.”

“Yeah, Vortex Core was an attempt to copy it, but I bet the trait would be amazing.”

Both of us stop at once and send the black mana orb to the corner of the room, where it will crumble on its own once we stop supplying it with mana.

As I stand up, I ask, “So, what did you want to do with the core of this bunker?”

“I want to try activating it for a moment. The two of us should be able to if we use Mana Reservoir as well,” he says, to my surprise, and he noticed it. “You wouldn’t believe how mana-hungry that thing is. How the heck did they even power it?”

“Champion?” I ask while we walk there.

“If I was a Champion, I would tell them to fuck off if they kept asking me to recharge their bunker.”

“True,” I agree. “Maybe they absorbed ambient mana and used that to power stuff. But I still think Champions could be the answer.”

“Why?”

“Money. Imagine being a Champion and every once in a while they come to your house. You fill some mana stone for them, and they use it to send mana to the core. You get paid a shitload of money, and you can spend your time doing Champion stuff. If there were a few dozen Champions that would probably make it less irritating to boot. Or imagine your Absolute ordering you to do it.”

“Yeah, but I bet the owners of this place wouldn’t like that much. You know, engineers or enchanters would certainly try to automate this to save themselves the headache.”

As we theorize, it feels natural, and the ideas we throw at each other sound reasonable. But I do remember that I’m just talking to myself, and to an extent I just find it funny. It’s such a weird feeling to talk, and agree with myself.

 As we reach the high ceilinged room with the large mana crystal, we reach the control panel.

Duplicaniel shows me where to place the anchor, and we do so. Then we prepare for a while, and when it’s all ready, mana bursts forth from both of us.

Our body reserves, our Mana Reservoir, all of it rushes to the anchor placed on the mana crystal. In waves, our mana rushes inside, filling it, powering it, and the crystal, as wide as a car and tall as a skyscraper, starts glowing ever so slightly.

My role is to control our mana and make sure it flows to the right places, while Clonthaniel bridges inscriptions and collects information.

We push even harder, and a hum fills the room and the lights on the walls flicker on for a moment. Until Clonthaniel redirects that mana and cuts off the lighting to avoid wasting it.

His eyes glow with a golden circle around the pupil, his hand on the panel. And I do the same, even though it strains me, just in case, as I follow his lead and look through the information he’s accessing. 

He knows I’m suspicious of him but he doesn’t complain when I do.

It takes only a few minutes before our mana drops to a dangerous level, and once we stop finding anything new, we cut off the connection. My Mana Reservoir is nearly empty, and my body mana starts filling it back up.

As we shake off the aftereffects, we let our bodies heal.

“I mean, there’s some nice stuff for a future evil lair—inscriptions, ideas, information on materials, all that stuff—but I want more,” he complains.

“It might be part of the system. It likes to feed us information slowly, so maybe this bunker only contained the mirror and information on the creation of the core and future base.”

“That could be it. Hopefully, there will be more under the danger noodle. Anyway, do your stuff, and I will do mine. We can try playing with black mana after we’ve had a bit of rest, and then head to the Bastion.”

“How long will your anchors last down there?”

“Three to four days.”

I leave the room on my own afterward, I walk through the bunker. It’s cold, it’s dark, and my steps echo in the empty rooms. I examine them with curiosity. There’s weird architecture, and broken inscriptions all over the place. Along with a few pieces of furniture and some other items that got left behind.

In time I come to the massive forge, it’s amazing that something like this could rival the size of a small building. The inscriptions have been broken here as well, so I can’t activate it without fixing some things. But I still take some time to look things over and examine it.

Sure, my crafting skills are far from optimal. Especially when it comes to creating something new. But I could just have someone else take care of it, and inscribe what they make. Or I will learn it when I get bored.

Observing and marking down as many details as possible using a mana stone, I go from room to room. I do the same thing in each of them.

I try to learn as much as possible and write it down.

After a few hours, I’ve come to realize that my duplicate was right. Even though this place is fascinating, it is as empty as its interior. Instead, I spend time training my skills and examining my newest construct, Vortex Core.

So far, it’s been an amazing addition, and I’m extremely happy with it. I’m happy with the amount of thermal and kinetic energy it can hold and it’s certainly much more than I would be able to do on my own.

“Status,” I say.
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Not wanting to push things further, I stand up and head towards my duplicate. The guy is annoying as heck, but we can test things together that would otherwise tear my body apart. Even then, I’m sure he’s already planning something, even though he won’t share it.

I’m also extremely curious, so I let him cook. But the question is if I should let him cook.

Well, anyway, I still have this collar I took from Ir… Ir, something guy. Cattle guy? Soylent green producer?

Null Collar (Epic):Actively disrupts the wearer’s magical attempts and skills, using absorbed mana to diminish both magical potency and physical vitality.

There is a bit to learn from it that could improve our disruption of mana or even create a similar lasting effect without items. Using [Tether] to anchor that sort of disrupting stuff to someone could work. Hell, I already used [Tether] to “glue” a black mana dagger to the First One, and [Tether] seems to be a better skill than I initially thought. It even managed to ignore my black mana, at least partially.

Is it because it’s a spatial skill? Probably? Who knows. Oh, and fuck the system.

Anyway, let’s test some stuff and head out to the Bastion. I bet there will be some more interesting things and maybe we can get a few more honest answers.
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Chapter 307 - Attack on the Bastion


                The Bastion in front of us feels different now, and I only need to activate my eyes for a split second to notice that.

“These assholes,” the Duplicaniel next to me complains.

I agree.

The field around the city has changed and it feels much more threatening. Still, I’ve decided to give them a chance, and, after gesturing to the copy of the handsome young man next to me, we teleport to the gate.

Getting closer, the detection field catches us and sends a signal and a barrier around the city activates. The guards quickly take positions on the walls. So, we stand there for a while, waiting for someone to appear.

The person who finally does is the Butler with his majestic mustache, “I would like to apologize, Mister Gwyn… Gwyns… but you are no longer welcome here,” he says suavely from the wall.

“The reason?” I ask, noticing him looking at my damaged arm.

He also keeps glancing between me and… me. The Butler doesn’t let his surprise show, probably because it would kill him to be so inelegant.

“We have received more information from the Sanctuary and the city nearby. After going through it all, we have decided to restrict your access here. I hope you will understand and behave accordingly.”

That’s when Clonthaniel shoots a mana javelin right towards the Butler. It doesn’t connect as one of the small hexagonal barrier segments activates.

Even then the Butler doesn’t seem bothered, “This time I will let it pass, but I would…”

I shoot a mana javelin, and it activates another segment.

Damn, am I so easily influenced by other people? That surely must be it.

“Butler, as I said before, I have no reason to hurt anyone in the city. There are just some things I need and want to ask about,” I tell him.

“I apologize, the decision is final.” Then, to keep his dignity, he leaves, and three more javelins from Clonthaniel light up the barrier.

“What are you, a child?” I ask him.

He turns his eyes to me and shrugs, “I’m on a time limit here, and that guy isn’t even real, so I’m going into the city. Are you staying behind?” he asks, even though he knows my answer.

Then a ball of mana concentrates above the city, emitting what seems to be a highly concentrated shockwave.

We jump away, and the stones where we stood crumble.

A few quick attacks from the defense of the city follow in quick succession until we both teleport to anchors we left further away.

“Damn, they are not even taking us seriously, using such a weak-ass attack,” Duplicaniel is already forming an orb of black mana over his shoulder, and then he forces it to stretch into the shape of a javelin. “I attack and defend, you get us in.”

“Yes, yes,” I sigh, a hundred simple mana javelins forming behind me, and I use [Infusion] to fill each one of them with thermal energy from the Vortex core.

The duplicate attacks and the both of us watch with curiosity as the black mana javelin sails towards the barrier, with our trait active. It crashes into a segment and immediately devours it, and then a dozen more as they appear one after another.

The black mana devours it all and then stops, hovering over the city. While the guards panic, the automatic defenses activate more segments close by, trying to stop it, yet they feed it even more mana. The flashes of mana are quickly absorbed by the black mana and can be seen even from this distance.

It’s amusing to watch.

Then I move a hundred javelins behind me, and each of them bursts into motion in the span of a few seconds. Like tracer ammunition from a minigun.

My attack crashes into the weakened barrier, Each of them hitting the same segment and slowly pushing through. They reach further and further inside the city until one of them passes through the barrier and flies right over the buildings, the last few following.

The anchor on the last shot javelin activates, and I put a hand on my duplicate and both of us appear in the air over the buildings.

Uglier me immediately forms an orb made of black mana and pushes it into the air, where it absorbs a dozen or so attacks targeting our position.

Sending my [Mana Domain] as far ahead as I can, I again put my hand on the duplicate, and we teleport again and then again. After each teleport, we leave a black orb in our wake where it devours any mana based attacks that were directed at us.

 Finally appearing in front of the gate leading to the estate where we had dinner with the Housekeeper and the Butler, I touch the door and disrupt the mana within. After we enter, I even close the door behind us and start walking towards the buildings.

“So far, so good,” the duplicate says while both of us use [Regalia] and tank a few more attacks heading our way.

“Did you notice the places where [Perception] can’t enter?” I ask.

He nods, “Wanna bet they have another guy down there with boxes full of severed limbs?”

“I’m saying no. They mentioned Gardener before, so maybe they’re all vegans.”

“Oh.. that’s true,” the uglier me agrees.

“Mister Gwyn… Gwyns. Was this really necessary?” Asks the Butler as he appears from a rift in the air.

He is still wearing the same fancy clothes, but there are a few brilliant mana stones on his person. One in the middle of his chest, one on his back, another on each of his shoulders, a bit over his knees. My duplicate and I activate our eyes at the same time, examining it all.

“Some sort of armor and strengthening,” I wonder.

“Quite good mana batteries too, one of them may be upper epic grade,” my duplicate adds.

“See, Butler, that man isn’t even taking this seriously,” the Housekeeper states as exits the house. She is wearing a simple pale blue dress still, her black wavy hair falling over her shoulders. The only addition is a thin and deadly-looking blade in her hand.

The metal of that blade is something I recognize very well. Voidsteel, the same metal that makes up the blades of the Veil Guardian.

“Housekeeper, just kill one of them, and we will take one for questioning. The Armourer will deal with those annoying black orbs.” The man then turns to me, “Let’s kill this one.”

Wow, that’s rude. The more annoying thing is that I can almost see how much fun the duplicate is having.

“They know their stuff,” he teases me. “The useless one will die.” Not saying more, he disappears, teleporting close to the Butler, who disappears with my duplicate following him and dodging the beam-like attacks the Butler sends his way.

That leaves me alone with the Housekeeper, who takes a battle stance, ignoring the clothes she is wearing. There are no tattoos on her skin, no mana radiating from her body, and no armor or equipment other than the rapier in her hand.

Unable to avoid her at my normal speed, I teleport just in time to watch her attack pierce through where I stood.

Before she can charge me again, the anchor I left there explodes in golden flames only to be blocked by the purple mana seeping from her skin.

The Housekeeper charges me again, and the moment I teleport, she alters her path to avoid any anchors I’ve left behind.

Curious, I don’t bother to dodge her next attack and opt to stack barriers in front of myself instead.

The black-haired woman destroys each of them easily with the weapon in her hand, before swinging it three more times, splitting the three javelins I’ve sent her way.

Observing her nimble movements, I float in the air and start shooting projectile after projectile at her. Mana javelins, orbs, and projectiles infused with thermal or kinetic energy.

Surprisingly, it doesn’t seem to bother her at all; the rapier in her hand cuts through most of my attacks, and the moment it does, the attack loses its effect. It’s probably some skill, I mean my attack should deal some damage even after being cut apart.

“I had hoped you would be a bit… more fun to fight. Instead, you just fight like every other boring mage,” she shakes her head. She then proceeds to cut apart a few of the anchors I’ve been stealthily placing, something that surprised me a bit.

Does she think her taunting would work? Make me fight her up close?

I land on the ground.

Well, she is right.

She is an opponent I believe I can deal with, even in her preferred style of combat, and it’s always fun to crush people like that.

The Housekeeper charges at me, only to be met with a flamethrower-like stream of golden flames that I’ve infused with [Resonance].

She slices away at them, but the constant flames ignore her weird skill, and she starts dodging, purple mana flickering over her skin to protect her from the heat. As she jumps around in an attempt to rush me, while my flames leave the air shuddering in their wake, melting the sidewalk and burning trees, in the process.

While the woman gets closer and closer, I narrow the flame, condensing it into a laser as thick as my finger by the end. As extraordinarily athletic as she is, she dodges it all and manages to reach me, at which point I strike at her with a burst of kinetic energy.

Purple mana flickers over her skin again, and she pushes through, her muscles contracting under her skin.

Her rapier slashes at my neck, only to be met with a Voidsteel slicer, barely so. I redirect more mana to strengthening my body and fend off her attacks while being pushed back. The armor forms around my body, and I make it grow bigger until it’s twice my height.

Attacks slash against transparent limbs made of mana, yet now that it is connected to me and under my domain, it doesn’t get affected by her skill, and it’s her who starts avoiding me.

For the first time, I also use kinetic energy stored in my Vortex Core to power the movement of the mecha style armor. It speeds up my movements and makes manipulating it easier while lending more force to my attacks.

She does a backflip and before jumping back a few times, she stops, looking up at me surrounded by all my mana.

“Are we going to take things a bit more seriously?” I ask.

The woman in front of me is stronger than she lets on, stronger than the Butler, and the both of us are still holding back somewhat.

“Why not,” she smiles as her eyes become a darker shade of purple.

The Housekeeper charges me, seeming to appear in front of me, her weapon aimed at my chest.  

In a split second, my armor shrinks becoming skin-tight, surrounding my body with all that extremely compressed mana.

The rapier stabs at my chest, unable to pierce further. Collecting all the energy of her attack, I barely manage to hold it before quickly releasing it in her direction.

She dodges, but a huge chunk of the area behind her explodes, the kinetic energy tearing the building and the garden apart.

Once again, she attacks, each of her steps cracking the ground under her feet, her black hair flowing behind her.

Two more attacks crash into my armor, and I absorb each one of them, immediately launching the absorbed kinetic energy at her, which she dodges. Then she stabs again, and this time it’s different; that weird skill of hers won’t allow me to collect kinetic energy, and instead part of my armor loses its mana, disappearing into particles.

I deflect her next attack with my own blade, to cover the missing section of armor, a clang sounding as two voidsteel blades clash.

I’m observing the entire exchange with my Mana Wavelength eyes, yet I still can’t figure out what her skill is doing. With a sigh, I give up and decide to stop holding back.

Mana and kinetic energy seep into my body, and my speed dramatically increases. The armor around me disappears, and I mirror the woman across from me, stopping my mana from leaking from my body, and face her with only a blade in my hand.

Our slashes tear up the ground and damage the buildings surrounding us. The vibrations resonate through the surroundings as our blades meet, reducing the closest objects to dust. And I keep speeding up.

The Housekeeper starts having a harder and harder time facing me, and I start placing anchors, using the fact that she has no time to destroy them to attack her from behind her back.

My technique is worse. No matter how much I’ve trained on Earth, I can’t compare to someone with over 100 years of experience. But what I’m lacking, I make up for in speed, boosted by mana and kinetic energy.

Now that I’ve completed this test as well, I stop and, to her surprise, launch a burst of kinetic energy at her. Though Instead of flying through the wall she perfectly deflects the attack, her purple mana absorbing most of the impact.

That’s when my duplicate lands next to me and throws the Butler on the ground. Still alive and breathing, but with a wound on his head.

“Stop playing with your food,” he complains.

“There is a lot to learn; she is really good at strengthening her body, and I like her skills,” I reply.

The Housekeeper fixes her dress, not a scratch on her and she’s seemingly unworried. Then she notices the Butler lying on the ground and, looking at his face, her surprise multiplies.

“You didn’t,” she says, almost in shock.

I look where she is looking and notice that the left half of the majestic mustache is missing. Gone, reduced to atoms.

Both of us look at my duplicate, who shrugs his shoulders, “I did not,” he says.

A look of confusion appears on the Housekeeper’s face.

“I found him like that,” the duplicate lies shamelessly.

            


Chapter 308 - Power source


                “I think we might have a complicated situation on our hands,” the Housekeeper moves a strand of hair off her face.

Does she have a body that tough? Is she strengthening it? Does she have healing? I don’t think she will answer me if I ask, and what the heck is that weird skill of hers? It has some disruptive properties, but there is something else as well.

Should I get angry at my duplicate for ruining my learning opportunity?

“There is nothing complicated about this,” Clonthaniel answers, “Me and my buddy over here kinda have you guys in the palms of our hands. I don’t think you have anyone capable of facing us, and even your “oh so amazing barrier” proved useless. Us choosing not to nuke this city is proof enough of our ‘’good will’,” he says mirroring the Butler’s words as we were leaving.

That only gets a laugh out of the woman. A loud, amused laugh. Like an adult dealing with a child. “So, why don’t we go out of the city and fight properly? It would be…”

I ignore her and turn to my duplicate, “I have located it.”

The duplicate lets go of the Butler, kicks him with the tip of his shoe, and puts his hand on my shoulder.

The Housekeeper charges us, but before she reaches us, we teleport toward the anchor I placed deep inside the Bastion.

“What a clingy woman,” the duplicate complains. “Was her skill really that much fun?”

“Yup. She wasn’t very versatile, she mostly strengthened her body, and she was really tough and quick, but she did it really really well. One of her skills seemed similar to [Disruption], but it worked against any attack I tried, mana-based or not. It also didn’t seem to cost her that much mana, it was super efficient.”

I take a step, and we start walking through a circular tunnel with a flat bottom,  through which we sense a source of mana while leaving some nasty traps behind us.

“That’s it?” Duplicaniel asks.

“She also used some skill that allowed her to cut anything apart. Flames, mana, stone. Yes, yes, I know she has a Voidsteel blade, but it wasn’t just that. Every attack she cut apart seemed to lose its effect.”

“Maybe I should fight her too.”

“We have a bit of time,” I agree.

Exiting the tunnel, we find ourselves surrounded by vegetation. The room is a half sphere and it’s big enough to take probably 20 percent of the Bastion’s base; it’s just that big.

The walls are covered in terraces, filled with plants and trees bearing fruits and simple vegetables.

Even the floor is fully covered in grass and plants. Colorful, vibrant. The air smells nice, and there is even a soft wind blowing.

“Did you know that if you grow a tree in a room, it tends to be weak and often falls under its weight?”  A short man with a shaved head and wearing simple clothes says making his presence known.

He continues, “The reason is simple. There is no wind. The wind blowing against the tree forces it to struggle and grow its roots deeper and stronger. Trees grown inside don’t have that.” He smiles, it’s almost a friendly smile. Almost.

“You must be the Armorer guy,” the duplicate says in an effort to poke fun at him.

“Yes, I’m the Armorer,” he nods seriously.

I can see the confusion on Clonthaniels face.

Before he says anything, the man continues, “Of course, I’m not the Armorer, I am the Gardener, you dipshit.” The man turns to me, “Are you the more reasonable one here?”

I really really want to throw in some lame joke, just to be included, but in the end, give up and nod.

“Good, as I said, I’m the Gardener, and I really have no interest in you kids fighting. So, will you please remove the traps you left in the tunnel before the Housekeeper triggers them all just to test them?”

I do just that, and a moment later, the duplicate does as well.

“Thank you,” the Gardener bows his head slightly and gestures for us to follow.

I already feel another conversation coming on. Damn, I really miss Tess. She would be much better at this.

Reaching the small summer house, we sit there and wait. The feeling of the wind blowing is nice, and the crystal producing the light is amazing. It even seems to produce heat and without looking, I would find it hard to distinguish it from the sun.

While we wait, the small man starts sending his mana to a series of tiny low-quality mana stones. He uses them to trigger watering or to make them radiate heat for the plants. Some bigger stones even generate wind, as they sit on pillars riddled with dozens of holes for the generated wind to flow through.

And all of that is powered by something even deeper underneath us.

I notice that Duplicaniel is looking there as well, and so I wonder, what powers a place as big as the Bastion? I really want to find out.

“Please, stay a bit longer, and I will try to explain everything I can,” the Gardener takes his attention off… well, gardening.

“Five minutes,” Clonthaniel says, mirroring my thoughts.

A minute later, the Housekeeper joins us along with the Butler who is already awake. The man is still missing half of his majestic mustache, and still doesn’t show any reaction as he sits there, the picture of elegance. As if all of this were planned. The Housekeeper does the same.

The Gardener slaps his hands together, “So, I like what you did a few days ago. We asked you three questions, and you asked us three questions. So why don’t we continue that?”

“To slow us down so the Armorer can prepare countermeasures?” I ask, somehow amused.

“Yes.” The Gardener nods.

“Sounds good,” I agree. “Tell me about the Bastion,” I ask. That’s my first question. 

The Gardener looks at the Butler who straightens in his chair before starting, “The Bastion is a Skyhold Bastion, category three, meaning we were allowed military-grade upgrades from the Enchanter Guild. It was privately owned by Lord Lothain and used as his summer house.”

The Housekeeper already seems to be dozing off, but I can feel her sharp senses on me.

The Butler looks around and, after a dramatic pause, he continues, “Me, the Housekeeper, the Gardener, and the Armorer used to be servants of Lord Lothain. The Gardener took care of food, the Armorer used to be a low ranking member of the Enchanters’ Guild and took care of our defenses. The Housekeeper worked with the other servants, making sure the Bastion ran smoothly, while I was in charge of the guards.”

“Butler, shorter answers please,” the Gardener says gently.

“Savages,” the Butler complains and reaches to touch his mustache, only for his hand to freeze mid-air, remembering he is missing half of it. He puts his hand down and continues, “Simply, thanks to our tendency to fly in places where the Veil wasn’t so dense, we were one of the last to fall. Before we got destroyed, the Veil turned its attention to monsters, and by extension to the forces of the planet Paired with us.”

Not giving us a chance to react, the Housekeeper asks, “Are you drifters, mercenaries, are you from another planet?”

I shake my head, “I can say that we are not from the paired planet, nor are we mercenaries fighting in this war. Drifters would probably fit us the most.”

“What powers the Bastion?” the duplicate asks.

I don’t even mind as it’s the question I would ask as well. So, while I wait for an answer, I fight against the pressure slowly closing in on me. And my duplicate. It’s almost unnoticeable, preparations to face us. Most likely the work of the Armorer with the help of some built in defensive mechanisms. It’s slowly trying to analyze us and stealthily disarm us.

I find it fascinating, so I let it happen.

“Lord Lothain,” the Housekeeper answers this time.

Oh boy, are all people of this planet like this?

“I assume it’s not voluntary,” I ask.

“It’s not,” the Housekeeper smiles.

“This planet is full of weirdos. Instead of catching some animal and healing it to create food, they become cannibals. Then, instead of finding something else to power the city, they use their boss to do that. I mean, maybe he is a douchebag, and maybe he deserves it, but damn, you guys have a problem,” the duplicate just says straight up.

The Gardener opens his mouth to ask something, but finally, by extending my domain in one direction, I pierce through defenses and place an anchor. I put my hand on my duplicate, and teleport us.

He looks around the dark room we appear in and sends a disrupting wave toward anchor-like things in the air that the Butler uses to create rifts.

The pressure from the defensive mechanism on us increases, and I know if we stayed just a bit longer, it would have become dangerous, even for the two of us. That’s how much I think of their barrier.

As before, the pressure tries to locate us, but down here, its reach is weaker; the rooms are either shielded or excluded from the system of the base.

While my duplicate keeps disrupting the Butler’s attempt to open a rift, we head toward the source of all this energy.

There are no doors at all, no entrance other than the Butler’s rift or teleportation. I find that really amusing, and seeing how eagerly my duplicate disrupts rifts, I think he agrees.

“Do we think the same? Checking the core of the Bastion, maybe a bit of fighting with the Housekeeper, testing how much we can handle the Armorer and the barrier, and then we bail after stealing some mana conductive paint and other materials?”

I nod, “Sounds about right. Would be nice if they stopped trying to kill us or kidnap us, but we can’t have everything. And how can you trust the people that did this to their lord.”

We enter the central room where the mana crystal, working as the core of the Bastion, its power source, is. There, tied to the crystal, is a man. He seems older but he is muscular, and his clothes and hair are well-kept. A sense of authority seems to radiate from his face, the dignity of a person used to ordering people around.

And he is dead,  his body is missing beneath the ribs. Belly, hips, legs, everything is gone. The rest is tied to a crystal, with the spine which extends a bit further beneath the ribs, the white bone feeling unnatural.

Yet, still, the heart of the man beats slowly but powerfully, each beat sending a pulse of mana into the mana crystal which glows in sync.

“What do you think, used to be level 300, maybe 350 at most?” I ask.

“Probably something like that, but there is no way chumps like them killed him.”

“Maybe there were more of them, and only they survived, or they killed him in his sleep?”

“Or he fell down the stairs.”

Both of us move closer, and without even looking, I know that his eyes are active, our minds trying to collect that immense amount of information. To avoid aftereffects, we both turn them off right after.

“Oi, I just thought of something,” I start. “I, we, have plenty of mana, right? Our hearts generate a lot of it, much more than someone at our level should. So…”

The duplicate understands where I’m going, “Okay, let’s hide it a bit better to not end up as some creepy mana battery.”

“Sneaky mode will help.”

“Sneaky mode is perfect for that.”

“True,” I agree and look around. “Did you find anything interesting?”

“Nothing we don’t know about or aren’t working on already, but man, is the Butler angry. He keeps trying to teleport in.”

“It makes sense now, why they tried so hard to distract us from getting here,” I step closer to examine what remains of the owner of this Skyhold Bastion when I feel a movement behind my back.

Armor forms around my body, and I throw a burst of kinetic energy behind me, only for it to be absorbed as the armor is disrupted.

For a short moment, something holds my movements, and in slow motion, I watch as my duplicate tries to put a silver collar around my neck.

Mana under my skin moves, tearing it from inside and forming into a spike that stabs into the duplicate’s hand. Right after, I change the frequency of my kinetic energy, and a short concentrated burst sends him a few steps back as he is unable to absorb it quickly.

I send some thermal energy to the wound I created, and it starts healing.

“Well, I had to try,” he says shamelessly.

“The null collar is still on me,” I say.

“Yup, I found this one here and hid it from you. Anyway, you can’t really blame me.”

“That’s true, but I can fucking kill you for trying to do so.”

“You can try,” he says, returning my gaze.

Later, I will deal with him later. There is too much to be gained from our cooperation, and it’s not like I didn’t expect this behavior.

“So, what was the plan?” I ask and start examining the Lord again, “Isn’t it too soon for confrontation?

“That’s why I gave it a try right now, and it turned out successful. It really caught you by surprise. The plan was to stop you from using mana, getting you under my control, and come up with a way to either inscribe myself into your mind, kill you, and take over your body. I didn’t think of it that far.”

I pause, “That’s a good idea, it is probably much easier to use my body and try to replace my mind, rather than creating an entire personality imprint from scratch.”

“Right? Anyway, that clingy woman, the Housekeeper, is digging a tunnel down there, and the Armorer seems to be trying something as well, so let’s hurry.” He passes by me and burrows his hand into the chest of the dead man in front of us and pulls out the still-beating heart which continues to do so even outside of the man’s chest.

The amount of mana it generates seems equivalent to the entirety of mine with the Mana Reservoir included.

In my duplicate’s place, I disrupt the Butler’s attempts to create a rift. They become much more aggressive, and I can feel the desperation coming from him, the Housekeeper as she digs, and even from the Armorer.

“I will keep the heart going and our defenses up. I should be able to do it for ten or fifteen minutes before the heart needs to go back into the chest. So you will have to do the talking.”

“Sounds good, let’s get ourselves some nice stuff and more information. Something tells me they will be more willing to cooperate now.”

            


Chapter 309 - Together


                Both of us reappear in the summer house. The Housekeeper and Butler are gone, and only the Gardener remains. His expression is anything but nice, and it sours even more as he notices the beating heart in my duplicate’s hand. The one my duplicate is keeping beating with kinetic energy and careful manipulation of his mana.

“This will be the third time I’ve had to speak with you guys, so how about you call the other two and the Armorer here.”

The Gardener is quick to understand, and it’s barely ten seconds before the Butler and the Housekeeper return.

Both of them seem ready to jump us, but they stop when the Gardener gestures for them to. “Mister Gwyn, I really hope you realize what…”

I gesture to him with a finger over my lips, and he quickly shuts up.

That almost makes me want to smile, “So, I have had enough of you guys acting like dicks. Sure, at least my friend over here deserved that, and I might sound like a hypocrite, but whatever, right?”

The three of them remain quiet.

Oh boy, this is getting fun. They acted so high and mighty, so prideful, and now?

“Anyway, we have around 15 minutes during which my buddy will keep the heart beating. So after the Armorer joins us, I will ask a few questions, and you guys will answer. If you lie or hide anything, the heart goes boom; if you take too long, the heart goes boom; if you attack us…” I gesture to them.

“…The heart goes boom,” The Butler answers.

“That’s my guy. Anyway, Housekeeper. I like your sword, will you gift it to me?” I look at her.

She stares at me for a short moment, and then on her face, a smile blossoms, “Sure, Mister Gwyn,” she says and takes a few steps closer and carefully hands me her rapier, like a knight offering the rapier to his lord.

Quickly, I examine the weapon.

Voidsteel Rapier (Epic): Echoing the qualities of the Voidsteel Slicer, this rapier is crafted from the vibration-absorbing Voidsteel, ensuring extreme sharpness and precision. The durability and cutting capability of the Voidsteel make the Rapier nearly indestructible, allowing it to effortlessly penetrate almost any defense.

The weapon is beautiful, made of the same metal mine as those my duplicate and I wield, yet unlike our rough blades which lack handles, the rapier has been delicately made, entirely from Voidsteel, right down to the handle and guard.

“Thanks,” I fix the rapier to my belt while the Housekeeper smiles even more and quietly sits back in her spot. “Butler, my friend, why don’t you go to the city and bring me as much mana conductive paint and metals as you can? You can add some mana stones too. Nothing too unreasonable, but don’t be cheap.”

Without a word, the Butler disappears through his rift, and everyone is quiet until the Armorer appears. An extremely thin, yet tall man with messy hair. I sense from him multiple items that seem to be connected to the defensive mechanism of the Bastion, even now they are working.

“Before you start, I hate to tell you that the amount of mana within the defensive system is still enough to kill both of you a dozen times over,” he says. His voice is quiet, almost a whisper.

“Wouldn’t that destroy the heart?”

“It’s probably more durable than the two of you,” the Armorer says in his quiet voice.

“Why don’t you try?”

“…”

“I thought so. Anyway, we have what, twelve minutes?” I turn to the duplicate, and he nods. “So let’s start. I don’t care who tells me, but what is the cause of the high mana levels in the Valley? And please, don’t lie to me this time,” I ask after reading one of the Side quests.

The Armorer answers in his whispering voice, “It’s the location of one of the facilities that kickstarted the Veil. A high-ranking member of the Enchanter’s Guild used to own it. The mana levels are being caused by the broken core radiating mana.”

“Even after over 100 years?” I ask, unable to help but feel shocked.

“Yes,” the thin tall man nods. “The Veil required exceptional amounts of mana to start. Three most important facilities were powered by our Absolute, while some of our Champions powered the less important ones.”

The notification pops up.

Congratulations. You have completed a side quest. You can now pick one from the offered mid-epic grade items!

“Are your Absolute and Champions dead?” I ask.

“Our Absolute is surely dead. There might be some Champions somewhere, but we don’t know.”

That’s when the Butler returns with a bag full of the items I required. With a nod, I take it from him, unable to take my eyes off the missing section of his mustache.

“How about the enemy? Their Absolute and Champions?” I ask.

“I do not know, and neither do the others.”

I turn to my duplicate, “What do you think?”

“He is not lying.”

“I agree,” I nod and turn back to them. “What is the Gaiathra doing in the Valley?”

“We do not know.”

“What do you know about the tutorial?”

The moment I ask that question, their faces become blank. Even more surprisingly, it seems to affect my duplicate slightly. It’s just the shortest moment, but I notice him blank out before returning to normal and watching the frozen group in front of us.

Interesting. So asking about the Pairing is fine, but the tutorial is still taboo.

“What did you ask?” the Gardener questions, slightly confused.

“Nothing, anyway, so what happened to this world,” I ask a question for the quest that would give me 5 thousand shards, “what happened to the Veil?”

Three of them turn to the Gardener, who shakes his head. “Even the Lord didn’t know much. We were in one of his retreats, celebrating the start of the Veil when our connection was cut off. Since then, we haven’t received any messages from the court or guilds. The areas we tried to move to were too dangerous—constant explosions, immense mana radiation, etc.”

His eyes cloud over, a memory flashing behind them. “Then the Veil Guardians, Veilshriekers, and even stronger monsters started hunting every human they could. One after another, Skyhold Bastions and the cities within the Lord’s territory fell, and people hid in the Sanctuaries we had built long ago. We were attacked as well, and found ourselves fighting a group of Veil Guardians, our Bastion crashed to the ground. We’ve stayed here ever since. Thankfully, the Veil has turned its attention elsewhere.”

“Ask him what happened to their boss,” my duplicate jumps into the conversation before focusing back on keeping the heart beating.

“Someone killed him,” the Butler says simply. “The day before that happened, the Lord wanted to evict most people from the Bastion as the core was getting weaker and wasn’t able to support everyone.”

“He could supply the mana on his own, couldn’t he?” I ask.

“Our Lord did that for a week and then said it was too annoying a chore and that we should send people away instead.” The Housekeeper snorts.

What a guy.

“Housekeeper, please avoid talking about the Lord in such a tone,” the Butler warns her.

“He asked me if it was possible to use people to power the core so he could make the Bastion float again. He said he missed the view.” The Armorer adds.

“He told me to stop planting plants that made food for everyone and instead asked to turn the garden into a forest where he could read there once in a while.” Says the Gardener piling on.

Oh boy, “So who killed him?” I ask.

“We do not know,” the Butler says as he shakes his head, “but it was probably one of us, Mister Gwyn.” He then pauses and adds, “He also asked me to reduce the amount of people in the city so he could use the extra water for fountains.”

“We should go,” I tell the clone.

He probably hears my tone and immediately throws the heart at the Housekeeper, and both of us teleport upwards. The defensive mechanism that was about to tear us apart misses, and we appear on top of the city.

Immediately, the barrier starts shrinking, the pressure increasing, and barriers forming around us. My eyes activate, and [Resonance] as well, but when I try to teleport or move, I’m unable to.

Armor forms around my body, and short sharp pulses of mana crash against my barrier while I try to get away.

I slash with the Voidsteel rapier against it, but it passes through, the pressure increasing even more.

Who could know that the systems still had so much energy?

A mana projectile buries itself in my side, piercing through the barrier I’ve made, and even though it breaks in the process, the remaining piece still pierces me.

Flames flare up around me, filled with disrupting mana, melting the grip their skills had on me while healing me, and for a moment, I pierce through with my domain. I make a short teleport towards my duplicate, and then I once more find myself under their restrictions.

“Heh, maybe we were too cocky. It’s good we left, fighting four of them while under this much pressure could be dangerous,” the duplicate reads my thoughts.

“Dangerous, but possible. You could’ve taken the heart with you. We could learn a thing or two,” I complain as our mana flows around us.

“It would’ve died soon, and then it would just be a piece of flesh. That’s something for Lily, not us,” he snorts.

Our mana surrounds us, working in tandem, our skills working together. [Resonance] activates, powered by both of us this time, and our Mana Wavelength Iris has been activated. Our combined effort tears apart the restrictions that have been placed on us and pushes against the Bastion’s defenses. My duplicate maintains the opening, while I place an anchor far away.

[Tether] activates, and I teleport us away.

[Tether - lvl 29 > Tether - lvl 30]

[Resonance - lvl 42 > Resonance - lvl 43]

We repeat the process a few more times and stop only when we are far away from the Bastion and there is no one to be seen.

Then, while we are healing our bodies, I empty my Vortex core throwing the store of kinetic energy at my duplicate.

The energy tears a huge chunk out of the forest. I hear the system notify me of the deaths of several monsters that happened to be in the area, stones as big as cars are flung into the distance, trees break under the pressure, and the earth is rent, leaving us standing on the edge of a crater.

Even through all of that, my duplicate is merely pushed back by a few steps. Deep wounds cover his body, blood flows, and a smile appears in the corners of his mouth. His eyes are activated and putting a strain on him. But he endures it all through the skills both of us share.

Then, while looking at me, he asks, “For the attempt with the collar?”

“For the attempt with the collar,” I confirm.

“Before this floor ends, we will talk,” he smiles, the effect of his [Focus] lowering for a moment.

“Yes,” I confirm.

I can’t wait.

 



 

POV Aaron Dalton

When I reach Dennis, he is sitting on a stone, an empty expression on his face.

“Dennis,” I call to him, and he doesn’t answer.

He’s cut off our [Connection], and I can’t feel his mind. I can’t feel our connection.

“Dennis,” I try to say as gently as I can and put my hand on his shoulder. My brother, who is usually so brave and cheerful, looks up at me with tears in his eyes.

“She is dead, Aaron, she died just like that. It’s all my fault, I shouldn’t…”

I don’t let him finish and just hug him, “It will be ok, I’m here.”

“It’s all my fault,” he repeats between sobs, “I’m fucking useless. Trash. I…”

“It’s ok,” I repeat.

It breaks my heart to see him like this, but I have no choice but to let it happen. Still, I have to keep an eye on our surroundings. Just from reading the floor quest, the 6th floor seems to be dangerous.

“Aaron. You left your disciple. You shouldn’t have, you shouldn’t…”

To that, I grab his shoulder and force him to look at me. “Did you forget our promise?”

“I…”

“Did you?!” I raise my voice.

“I did not,” he shakes his head.

“Then tell me, who is the most important?”

“I don’t have to say that.”

“Tell me!” I scream. My disciple returned to his world, and even though everyone from our group decided to stay behind and wait for our disciples to return, I couldn’t. I don’t like it, but it was an easy decision.

“You and I are more important, Aaron.”

At that, I hug him again. “Yes, you and me, brother. No one else matters as much. Not Kim, not Tess, Maya, or Isabella. You and I are all that matters and we’ll take care of each other. Like we always did, it doesn’t matter if we’re on Earth or in the tutorial.”

“You and I.”

“Yes, you and I. Together. Now allow me to connect to you before I punch you.”

It feels weird seeing him so down, but when we finally connect, I tear through his weak mental defenses and connect to him. His emotions and flashes of his memories flow to me, restoring the connection we’ve grown so accustomed to.

I feel tears roll from my eyes as I feel what he felt when his disciple died, but I refuse to shy away and I will help him shoulder the burden. I share his feelings, and between us, his pain lessens.

(Together,) I squeeze his shoulder.

(Together,) he repeats, returning to a more normal state as I share in his emotions.

            


Chapter 310 - So much to loot


                I stare at the spot where a mana crystal wide as a bus and tall as a skyscraper used to stand and turn to my duplicate. “So it disappeared.”

“Yup,” he answers.

“It just disappeared while leaving behind traces as if someone had used the skill called [Tether].”

“Yup,” he repeats.

Well, it looks like someone is cooking. Be it for our confrontation or something else. But it’s not like I haven’t been doing the same, so I can’t really complain. On the contrary, I’m curious. Our thought process is very nearly the same, but as our environment affects us, we come up with different methods and think of different skills. Him being on a tight time limit has changed him in ways that are hard for me to imagine.

“Well, anyway, I want to resume our attempts to power [Focus] with black mana with our trait active. It could help you too.” I say.

“We can do that for today. Tomorrow we should go to the bunker under the Sleeping Noodle. My anchor is already weakening.”

“Yes. I need to deal with some stuff. In one hour?”

“Okay.” He teleports, and I’m left alone looking at the empty spot.

With a snort, I teleport as well, appearing in one of the rooms that seems to have housed someone in a high position. The furniture is gone, and there is nothing of real interest, but I like the colors and the way ornaments light the room when I run mana through them.

“I want to pick my reward for the side quest,” I say.

 



Congratulations on completing the side quest! You can now pick one mid-epic item from the offered options.

 



Silentstep Tunic (Epic):

Crafted from the silk of a mythical spider, the tunic is as durable as it is light. It can easily be concealed under everyday clothing and offers protection against both physical and magical attacks. The tunic’s unique fabric absorbs sound, making the wearer’s movements silent and hard to detect.

 



Amulet of Whispering Winds (Epic):

This amulet holds a fragment of the eternal wind within its core. It allows the wearer to communicate with others across vast distances. By whispering into the amulet, the message is carried on the wind, reaching its intended recipient with a whisper only they can hear.

 



Mirage Bead (Epic):

This bead can be activated to cast an intricate illusion around the user, making them appear as someone else for a few hours. The illusion is complete with visual, auditory, and even tactile elements, making it incredibly difficult to see through, though it is possible with enough skill. After use, the bead turns to sand.

 



Starfall Pebble (Epic):

A small, unassuming stone that holds a fragment of a fallen star’s core. When thrown against a hard surface, it unleashes a devastating explosion of kinetic energy. The pebble is consumed in the process, making it a powerful single-use weapon.

 



Heart of the Phoenix Emblem (Epic):

Worn directly over the heart, this emblem can be used to bring the wearer back from the brink of death, engulfing them in flames that heal but do not burn. This power can be called upon three times, after which the emblem fades.

 



Titan’s Backbone (Epic):

Inscribed along the spine, this tattoo grants the wearer the indomitable endurance of a titan, enabling them to withstand any attack without faltering. This titanic resilience is available three times.

 



There are some really nice options. I like the tunic, and it could increase my defenses, but who needs more defenses when I can kill my opponent quicker? 

Amulet of Whispering Winds? Why would I want to talk to people?

Mirage Bead is single-use, so the effect is probably capable of deceiving people of an even higher level than me. The twins will probably be capable of that in the future.

Pebble? I can make my own. Probably not as strong, but that’s ok.

Then we get to the emblem and tattoo, and I like them both. Having the failsafe of the emblem to bring me back from the brink of death would be reassuring. It could probably restore even my worst wounds and restore limbs.

But!

I like Titan’s Backbone a bit more. It’s simple. When activated, it should allow me to do whatever I want with black mana. Well, probably up to a limit. I still remember how the black mana orb cracked a high tier epic weapon on the 4th floor. But even that might be fine, even though the tattoo is mid-epic, its uses are limited, so these uses might be stronger than the performance of an upper epic item.

Its tier could be due to the limited number of uses. Logically, right?

“I pick Titan’s Backbone.”

Then I wait while I feel the burning sensation on my back. As always, when the system does something, I try to observe, but as usual, I’m not capable of doing so. I can’t feel any presence doing it. I can’t sense where the mana doing it is coming from. It just happens. It’s disturbing as always.

The timer says I have four days left until Vega comes back, and so far, she seems to be alive. There have been no notifications saying otherwise.

Stretching a bit and trying to examine the tattoo on my back, I stand up and head towards my duplicate. Mana compressed by [Focus] won’t master itself and training with the Duplicate helps me to save weeks, if not months.

 







 

There are lines painted on mine and Clonthaniel’s foreheads. A few more on our arms. We even made something we call a Focus crown.

It’s more akin to wreaths, and one of each sits on our heads. The lovingly named Focus Crown is made of thin, wire-like threads of conductive metals we melted and covered in mana stones.

Being as ugly as it is, we don’t mention it too often, but we’ve put a lot of effort into the inscriptions, each one designed to lessen the aftereffects of using black mana to power our [Focus]. Unfortunately, the “crowns” are upper rare at most, we are still unable to create epic items from scratch.

Our mana is topped up, our Vortex Cores are full. The thermokinetic heart is strong and ready. I have a voidsteel slicer on my waist as well as the voidsteel rapier the Housekeeper gifted to me. Meanwhile, Clonthaniel only has a voidsteel slicer, such a loser.

Neither of us is wearing any armor. I still haven’t gotten used to wearing armor even after I’ve had opportunities to try good armor. I just don’t like the feeling of restriction it gives me, and it doesn’t feel as versatile as my skills. That might be the reason I get hurt so often, but that’s something to think about another day.

No words are needed, and once my duplicate puts his hand on my shoulder, I let his [Tether] take us to the anchor while leaving multiple anchors behind.

We appear in darkness, but neither of us creates light. Instead defensive skills activate, and [Perception] scans the area.

There is no imminent danger, so both of us form a thermal orb that starts letting out gentle golden light and floats higher, illuminating the cave we find ourselves in.

Drawing our weapons, we follow the only available path, a tunnel leading downward. As things tend to be in these places, it is extremely quiet, and the only thing we hear is the sound of our own steps. The air is stale, and the walls are wet, with drops of water falling to the floor.

We do not rush, maintaining a normal walking speed, while enjoying the tension in the air.

As we go deeper, we pass through an iron door. Of the same type as the one leading to the bunker, we are currently staying in. The door that was impossible for me to move or open. Yet here it is, mangled, crumpled, and torn apart in places. Thermal orbs light the area, creating shadows that make the door look even more ominous.

The tunnels we pass through slowly become wider, the rock replaced by walls made of smooth stone and iron. But even these are damaged. Craters cover the walls, melted debris is scattered about, and there are gaping holes in places with extremely smooth edges. There’s all sorts of damage all over the place.

I change the setting on my Regulator and devote more of my mana to strengthening my body through Reinforcement.

Soon, the mana density starts increasing. The Valley is already full of extremely dense mana that we’re constantly having to defend against. Less powerful individuals even die there just from that. Even so, it increases even more and forces me to strengthen my Mantle and give more of my attention to the [Resonance] I’m using to deal with it.

The further we go, the more damaged the tunnels are. Fallen pieces of ceiling, torn off in uneven chunks. An entire side of the wall melted into a heap of cooled slag.

And the pressure increases even further.

Then we find the first corpse. It’s extremely well-preserved. Either it’s fresh or more likely it was someone with a body powerful enough to look like that even after being dead for a hundred or so years.

We spend a bit of time examining it. We look at broken equipment, search pockets, and try to find a wound. But we can’t find anything. The man died just like that, without any outward or internal signs we could find as to why.

In the end, I touch it and send it back to the bunker through [Tether].

A minute later, we find more corpses grouped together. This time they all show signs of the passage of time, but their clothes seem new. Each of the men and women is wearing beautiful robes covered in dozens of mana stones. Some of the mana stones are as small as my pinkie nail, woven into clothes, creating a series of defensive fields. Others are larger, set in necklaces, bracelets, and earrings.

Each one is densely inscribed and has some function, some of which I can’t quite understand.

One of the corpses, a woman, is wearing a bracelet with a big mana stone that seems to be something like a key. After a short discussion, we cut off the arm with the bracelet just in case the key needs DNA to activate, like when the orbital base on the 4th floor would only respond to Myrra. Then we send all the corpses and items away through [Tether].

As the pressure keeps increasing, we are forced to combine our forces to create a field around us. We walk close to each other, Mana Wavelength Iris activating once in a while just for a fraction of a second. The ever-present mana makes our abuse of our eyes extremely painful even with our preparations.

The world I see with my trait is packed to the brim with mana that hangs like mist flowing in waves all around us, resonating with each other and reflecting off the walls. Tiny particles permeate the air, falling like snow and swirling in places as if they were caught in a vortex.

Finally, more rooms start appearing, each of them has a door and most of them seem to have been labeled with markings that likely describe their use. Some of them even have panels that seem to be security interfaces. We examine a few of them, and it takes us a while to figure out how to use the key bracelet with the arm we cut off. The woman seems to have been pretty high up given her level of access.

Even after a hundred years or more, the doors still move smoothly and quietly, barely making a hiss as air equalizes between the rooms.

There are facilities, but most of them seem to be in a perfectly operational state. For example, there’s an enchanting facility better than anything I’ve seen up till now. Full of tools and materials. Conductive metals like arcanadium, ingots of endurium, compressed pieces of voidsteel, and many more I can’t even identify a purpose for.

The enchanting facility is also full of half-finished items. Swords imbued with mana stones waiting to be inscribed. Spears made of endurium waiting to be sharpened through some mysterious process. Robes on tables with tens of mana stones ready to be conjoined in a working web of inscriptions. A crown made of a mysterious metal waiting for mana stones to be placed in its settings.

Dozens of items, most of them of upper rare rarity even in their unfinished state.

The system shop is willing to pay more for items we craft by ourselves. When you buy an item from the system shop and sell it back, you get 50%. If you get an item from the floor and sell it to the system, you get 10-20% of its value. But if you craft an item from materials you gathered on that floor, you get 50% of the item’s value.

Looking at the sheer amount of items and materials, some of them have the potential to be made into epic-grade items, I can only imagine how many shards I should be capable of hoarding after using all of this. And this is only the start. The first good facility we’ve found and there are probably quite a few more, judging by the sheer size of the place.

So this is one of the Enchanter’s Guild’s bunkers, one of the places they used to instate the Veil, and with a core that could only have been recharged by one of the Champions, it seems even they were willing to work for the Enchanter Guild.

We send some items and materials back to the bunker we came from and then place multiple anchors within.

Even in the short time we’ve spent here, I can feel my body’s reserves dwindling, and I have already dipped into my mana reservoir. It’s shocking how much I need to use to hold off the pressure and how much mana it costs even with my stats.

“We have to return as soon as possible,” my duplicate says.

And I can’t help but agree as we teleport away to recharge our mana before we come back.

There is so much to explore and loot.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend, and see you next week!
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Chapter 311 - Do you think he is alive?


                Back in our bunker, Clonthaniel immediately takes some of the inscribed mana stones and starts examining them. The pressure here is much lower than it was in the bunker we left, and it feels like a ton of weight was lifted from our shoulders; only now do I realize how taxing it was.

I take a moment to check the anchor I left behind there, and it seems to be holding up, though it is dissolving quicker than the usual anchors. Even then, we have plenty of time before it will disappear.

“We have about three days before Vega returns; after that, it’s going to be more difficult to go back,” I say to my duplicate.

“Speak for yourself. I like Vega and all, but I currently have more urgent issues to attend to, so I will continue to explore the place. You can babysit our cute minion.”

“Too bad you won’t get that deep without both of us working together. You won’t even be able to reach the enchanting facility.”

That makes him pause. “I will inscribe some mana stones to help with that.”

“Sure.”

“Fuck. Okay, we have three days, so let’s hurry. We don’t have to sleep for a few days, and it should be plenty of time to explore the place. We can also send anything useful back here and continue.”

“Sounds good,” I reply before opening the Beyond community while I examine one of the mysterious ingots we recovered.

Noname - Gareth, you wanted to speak to me.

It only takes about thirty minutes for him to notice my message. Like the others from Hell difficulty he’s grown accustomed to checking as often as possible, for one second at a time.

Gareth -Thanks for finding time for me, my friend. I should have a few minutes before my disciple runs into danger again. You probably heard about the deaths of two of our members.

Noname - Yes. Did you change your mind regarding your approach?

Gareth -I know you and I are of different minds when it comes to things like this, but I respect your opinion and even Savant’s. And no, I haven’t changed my mind, and neither has anyone else from WhiteWing. What happened was unfortunate, but every one of us did our best.

Noname -So what did you want to talk about?

This time it takes a minute for him to answer.

Gareth - You would probably prefer that I be direct, so I will. I hope for your cooperation during the tournament. I tried to say more, but the system blocked the messages.

Noname - can’t promise anything without knowing more.

Gareth -I understand that, my friend. I just want you to think about it. In the end, it’s not just the tutorial we have to deal with. We also need to think about what comes after, and some things are better dealt with as soon as possible.

Noname - I usually let Sset deal with that stuff, you can talk to her.

Nice try, evil man pretending to be a paragon of justice. Trying to get me to deal with people more than absolutely necessary? Not today.

Grumpy -Noname! My disciple loves being called a minion. ʕ•ᴥ•ʔ

Noname - Hello Grumpy, I told you! But be careful. Minions might be cute, but they are tricky creatures.

Grumpy - Will do! By the way, why does number 1 in Beyond never talk? >_<

Noname -Probably going for the mysterious stranger aesthetic. Anyway, I’m going to check other Communities, so later.

I disconnect and check on my duplicate. As before, he sits nearby and continues to examine the mana stones in the robe. I also notice that he pokes some of the corpses with a sword made of mana, probably trying to find out how much power remains in their bodies.

“How’s it coming?” I ask, out of curiosity, as I rise.

He looks at me, then back to the man with the perfectly preserved body. “This guy is something else. I can barely pierce his skin, and the sword gets stuck in his muscles.”

I watch as Duplicaniel uses [Resonance] to strengthen the blade of mana. Then, in a show of force, he stabs it into the leg of the corpse. The blade pierces the skin and then stops as if he had hit a rock.

Oh my, isn’t that interesting?

“I don’t think the guy was a Champion, so maybe he’s somewhere in the ballpark of a danger noodle?”

“That’s what I would like to know. It could be someone with a level around 300, with a significant investment in constitution. That or he had some kind of defensive trait,” he answers, taking another stab at the corpse.

“Tried voidsteel?”

“Same result,” he says. “How the hell did someone like that die?”

“Food allergy?”

“Or he bit his tongue. Unfortunately, the dude doesn’t have anything that would help us identify him. No mana stones, no keys matching the others we found. Even the items are all broken, to the point it’s hard to say what they even were. Yet his body isn’t damaged at all.”

“I don’t think someone like that would die from the mana pressure down there.”

“I agree. It just pisses me off not knowing.”

The duplicate complains and annoys me for the same reason. I’m just that curious. Who was this man, what level was he, and what happened to him? I find all these questions to be fascinating.

I let my uglier self play and open the Community once more.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Channeler?

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -Asshole!

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Hello to you, buddy!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Asshole!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Sorry, I miss you too!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food food food!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Oh, you mean the Sanctuary? Yeah, I hope you didn’t eat anything.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -Asshole!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Good boy! I got some deer jerky to share with you when I get back!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -Food.

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) - The hell, Noname, what are you doing to our chat and how can you understand anything Biscuit says?

Maria (Easy, AFK) - I don’t mind! Biscuit is cute! I totally want to see him in the tournament. I just hope the others will go easy on him. I don’t want him to get hurt.

I remember the purple mana bomb I saw Biscuit create when they fought the Fallen Hero.

Sure, let’s worry about our future Absolute.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -How is your mana, Channeler?

Out of the Easy difficulty, he seems to be the only reasonable one. 

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) -It’s difficult! The techniques you told me about are way too hard, Noname!

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Just keep trying.

Channeler (Easy, Steakhouse) - I will, but what the hell is wrong with you? It’s impossible to keep this up all the time.

Sami (Easy, AFK) -You don’t have to listen to that guy. I bet he lies to look stronger. He said most of his skills are over level 30, but that’s impossible. He must be bullshitting.

I check my skills.

Active skills:

Focus - Lvl 46

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 46

Perception - Lvl 41

Redistribution - Lvl 43

Resonance - Lvl 43

Mana Domain - Lvl 34

Tether - Lvl 30

Regalia - Lvl 19

Infusion - Lvl 25

I just make sure to remember the guy’s name. I think he said something like that before. Then, after giving a few pieces of advice to my guinea pig… Channeler, I close the window.

My duplicate is looking at the corpse of the man we were unable to damage.

He seems to be thinking the same thing as me, “Do you think he is alive or can be brought back?” he asks.

That suspicion has only grown in me since we brought him here, and it’s been on my mind while I’ve been chatting with the others. Is it possible for someone of that level to pull that off? Turning off his heart while relying on the strength of his body to keep him alive without rotting away? Perhaps there’s something we’re missing.

I think it is, and that’s what worries me.

“Let’s send him away,” I recommend.

My duplicate is already heading towards the body and puts his hand on the man. I can feel him activating [Tether].

The body doesn’t move.

“Well fuck,” the duplicate uses more mana, and when I reach him, I resonate with his skill and supply it with more power.

The body doesn’t move.

“Well fuck,” I say, and a barely noticeable heartbeat emanates from the man, as his body’s natural barrier reasserts itself making it surprisingly difficult to teleport him.

Both of us get the same idea and quickly get null collars. The one I got from the man under the Sanctuary and the one my duplicate found in the Bastion.

“Just in case?” I ask.

The duplicate nods, and we place both of the collars around the man’s neck.

His heart beats again, and I see inscriptions power up, the effect of the collar activates. Then a text flickers into existence over his head.

[Forged Fury - lvl ???]

The small wounds we caused while trying to damage him close in a blink, and through kinetic energy, I can feel the powerful beats of his heart.

Two silver collars around his neck light up even more, allowing him to keep his constitution while lowering his other attributes, and then the man opens his eyes.

He moves his brown hair from his face, and his strikingly blue eyes calmly look at me and then at my duplicate, and then he turns back to me. I immediately realize that he’s somehow identified that my duplicate is… well, a duplicate.

Without saying a word, he stands up in a single smooth movement and dusts off his clothes. The collars around his neck shine even more, but the man doesn’t seem to be bothered at all. He stretches slightly and calmly looks around, ignoring my duplicate and me holding our weapons, our mana ready.

“Take it off,” he asks simply, pointing to the collars, his voice dismissing the idea that we might refuse.

Is he bluffing? Seeing his level, he should be between 300 to 450, so he’s not a Champion and he’s far from being an Absolute. The collars are only epic grade, so I would be surprised if they could hold him much longer than a few hours.

If he is level 300, it could be possible for me to fight him if I surprise him, hell, maybe even a bit higher if I work with my duplicate.

But then there is that thought in the back of my mind. The man is wearing clothes unlike the luxurious robes of the others we found. His clothes are made of durable materials but they’re simple and focused on functionality. Craftsman’s clothes. There were no weapons among the damaged equipment he did hold.

And then there is his class name.

Without further hesitation, I take a step and, touching the Null Collars, I unlock them one after the other. The entire time the slightly taller man stares at me with his pale blue eyes.

When the collars are gone, his fist moves, and he punches my face. Even though I’m expecting the attack, I’m incapable of dodging it. The blow doesn’t seem to have been very strong, and I only need to take a half step back.

“That’s for the collars,” the man says. “The next time…”

Mana rushes through my body, entirely focused on strengthening it, and then I punch the man in return.

He also staggers backward, a flash of surprise appearing on his confident face.

As he opens his mouth to say something, I punch him again, and he staggers a half step back.

My mana radiates from my body, and I’m ready to fight or disappear at any moment, yet the man doesn’t seem to be threatening us. Our eyes meet, and he just nods shortly. Then he turns around, passes by my duplicate, and heads deeper into the bunker. 

Me and Notnathaniel exchange glances and follow the man.

He walks confidently even without light and without hesitation finds the control room where he approaches the central panel.

As I have many times before, he sends a bit of his mana into it and looks at it for a moment. To my surprise, he does something, and a pillar as thick as my arm slides out from the floor next to his leg. On top of that pillar sits a perfectly round mana crystal. The Forged Fury touches it and sends just a bit of mana into it before it slides back onto the floor, and he returns to the control panel.

Right after, the room lights up in a way I and my duplicate were unable to pull off no matter how much mana we ran through the core. Well, before the duplicate stole it or something.

Nearby one of the walls cracks, a crack forms into the perfect shape of a door. The cracked section of stone topples, likely weighing a ton or more.

And the man heads inside as if he owns the place.

            


Chapter 312 - Veil Ignition Station


                As it turns out, the hidden section contains a massive number of shelves, packed full of items. There are dozens, no, hundreds of mana stones. There are big crates full of food. A massive tank containing water. There are rooms with beds and utility rooms.

Clothes, weapons, armor, the supplies here would make it possible to survive for years without ever needing to leave. But these rooms are empty, everything perfectly preserved and untouched.

Then there is another panel and a mana crystal two times my height, which is likely a reserve core.

The man once again channels his mana through it, and I observe as he does. His reserves do not seem to be that big. He is moving it skillfully too, but it feels different from the way I do it. It’s hard to describe.

“So 99 years have passed,” he mumbles and then turns back to us, “You, how old are you?”

“We’re from after the war, 22,” Clonthaniel answers instead.

The man glances at him. “I asked the original, not the duplicate,” he says simply and turns his gaze to me, “What even went through your mind to use one of the duplicating items that way? They were never intended for use on living beings.”

He doesn’t even wait for the answer and continues examining the core that seems to have some information stored in it.

“So that’s how it is…”

After a few minutes, he takes a step away from the crystal, and it loses its light, “I need to know what you found in the Veil Ignition Station number five where I was.”

The way he asks sounds like he is expecting an answer, like someone accustomed to authority.

“Nope,” both me and my duplicate say at once.

“I see.” Not saying more, he walks towards us, then instead of attacking, he passes by and, after taking a few steps, exits the hidden room.

He fires off a strange form of scan, and then he heads towards the room we used to store the items we got from the bunker he referred to as The Veil Ignition station.

Like two kids, we follow and observe what he does while questions run through my mind.

The man takes a few ingots of metal and other stuff we got from the bunker and heads to a different room. He doesn’t seem to mind us following him and ignores us as he finds the facility that we identified as a forge. There is a house-sized forge with multiple openings. It looks too simple, though I did learn some time ago that it’s more of a shell for the more complex components inside.

Blowers, openings for fuel, leads for molten metal, and much more.

The man sends his senses through it again and activates one of the crystals, before throwing it into one of the openings, and with that done, manipulates the panel. It’s broken, and the man examines and then ignores it.

Rolling his sleeves up to his elbows, he touches some sort of emblem on the inside of his forearms, and the heat starts radiating from him in waves. It crashes into the room, melting the surface of the tables, and when it reaches us, we absorb it as thermal energy which we store in our Vortex Core.

Right after, he redirects all of the heat he’s generated through an opening in the forge and concentrates it within. As the massive forge heats up, inscriptions light up across its surface, surprisingly some of the blowers even seem to be working as they distribute the heat along the underside of the apparatus.

With our eyes, we can watch as the heat is concentrated even further, and the man positions a table in the area and does something to keep it from melting. Then he throws some metals on the surface where they melt almost immediately.

Without worry, he steps closer, his powerful body ignoring the heat, and begins to shape the metal with his mana while adding components to create some sort of alloy.

“Do you remember that movie where they kidnapped the dude and kept him in a cave, while he built an iron suit and escaped while fighting off his kidnappers?” the duplicate asks. “Do you think that’s his plan? Are we going to let him?”

“Do you want to stop him?”

“Not really, the stuff he’s doing is cool as heck, especially the way he uses his mana. It seems to work better than using those clunky arms.”

“I tried my best back then, okay? And they still ended up being rare. So, blacksmith?”

“Probably? Maybe he just has a powerful body and a non-combat class. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t attacked us.”

Activating our trait once in a while, we watch and learn from the man. It takes a few hours that we could’ve used to train, but neither of us bothers to leave. The things we’re seeing now are fascinating and should be useful in the future.

When it’s done, the man touches emblems on his forearms again, and the heat dies off. What fascinates me is that the emblems used his mana and something else to create heat. But the man’s mana reserves aren’t that big, and he shouldn’t be capable of keeping them up for so long.

Taking a few steps, he stops in front of me and offers me red-hot items he’s holding in his hands without care.

“In exchange for your help and answers,” he says simply.

Mana Radiation Absorption Rods (epic): Long, slender rods that can be placed around areas of high mana radiation to absorb and contain it. They reduce overall levels and make the area safer for short-term exposure.

Quickly, I take the three rods from his hands, absorbing the heat so they do not burn me. “Ask away.”

“The same question as before.”

“We wanted to have a look at the place you called The Veil Ignition Station, all we knew was that it was one of the stations they used to create the Veil. There we found a number of corpses, some of them were wearing robes covered in dozens of inscriptions and mana stones. We found you as well. At first, we thought you were dead, so we brought you here to examine. Then you woke up,” I answer.

“How does it look out there?”

“From what we found, the second Pairing happened and you guys fought the other planet for twenty years. Then, around a hundred years ago, the Enchanters Guild created a Veil that was supposed to encompass the entire planet and defend the cities. It was supposed to defend against invaders. Something went wrong, the Veil turned against you and killed the majority of humans, then before it finished, it started fighting the invaders. Your Absolute is probably dead as are the Champions unless they happen to be hiding somewhere. People outside rarely seem to reach level 200, probably because The Veil’s defensive mechanism seems to hunt them. Most of the survivors live in bunkers from before the war or in remnants like the Bastions. Most of them know very little regarding the war.”

I pause after a long answer and then look at him, “That’s what you get for the rods.”

“Quite expensive.”

I nod in agreement.

“You can ask me something.” He gestures.

Oh. I like it.

“What are the emblems on your forearms?”

For the first time, he smiles ever so slightly. “What a thing to ask out of so many possible questions. They are emblems created and gifted to me by our Absolute. What is the Enchanter Guild doing?”

“We have no information on that. What I just told you is most of what we know.”

“So the Veil Ignition Station still has a broken core and mana radiation makes it difficult to reach the central components?” He asks.

“Yes, we were only able to stay there for so long. Is it dangerous even to you? Don’t you have a powerful body?”

“As if something like that would help against radiation caused by that grade of broken core. Champion Niall spent weeks filling it with her dynamic mana.”

“How did you survive?” I ask my question.

“A single-use defensive emblem from the Absolute,” he says.

“How many emblems did you even get from that Absolute?” the duplicate asks.

“A few,” the man answers. “Bring me the null collars you used before, I will smelt them into items to help with the mana radiation, then we can head back to the station.” Not even waiting for an answer he heads away.

“It was always our plan to return, but when he says it that way I kind of want to refuse just to piss him off,” the duplicate sighs.

But the man doesn’t hear him, already activating the emblems he was gifted by his Absolute and heating up the forge.

 







 

The decision wasn’t that difficult, and we handed over both of the null collars. In exchange, he created three simple epic pendants meant to take in some of the ambient mana radiation and redirect it. 

What’s interesting is that the man rarely uses inscriptions, he doesn’t bother unless he has to. Most of the effects of the items he creates are a product of the combination of materials in his alloys.

Is it possible that he isn’t that good of an enchanter? Enchanting requires a specialized set of skills, so it’s possible that he is not. As for me, I’m quite lucky that most of the ways that I go about controlling mana also allow me to create inscriptions.

In preparation for our return to the Veil Ignition Station, the man collects a few more of the items we recovered. He takes what he needs, and seeing the corpses in beautiful robes we brought back, he turns to us, waiting.

My duplicate and I exchange a look, having the same thought. We could leave him here and go by ourselves. We have rods, pendants, and even our skills. But at the same time, the man seems useful, even though he’s not very talkative and seems to expect obedience and respect.

I make a final decision, and he reduces his natural defenses, as I place my hand on his shoulder and teleport us to the station. The duplicate follows, reappearing between us.

The man looks at us and then at the severed arm and the bracelet I’m holding. His expression betrays that the arm belonged to someone he used to know. Yet he doesn’t show much in the way of emotion and takes a few steps, stabbing two of the epic rods in the direction of the source of the mana radiation and a third on the opposite side.

Almost immediately, the mana radiation lessens, and his weird senses reach out into the area.

“The radiation is even worse than I thought,” he says simply. Then he takes a few pieces of metal and ingots and heads towards the corner of the room and the small forge.

Emblems on his forearms activate, and he starts working again. Looking at the way he works, he’s probably making more rods to absorb the Mana Radiation.

My duplicate is already at work as well, grabbing some of the more valuable mana stones and doing whatever he does lately.

I, meanwhile, grab a few upper-rare spears made of white metal. The spears are complete, beautifully crafted, sharpened, and ready for use. The only thing missing is the empty mana stones imbued near the blades. All of the weapons are ready for inscriptions. There are even circuits made of conductive metals leading from the mana stone through the weapon.

Surrounding one of the spears with my [Mana Domain], I activate [Infusion] and then use [Mana Manipulation] and [Resonance], all while under the influence of [Focus].

I work on creating the best item possible for me given that I lack the skill to do this kind of thing on my own, but what I can do is create inscriptions, enchantments, or whatever the official term happens to be. I’m good at that, and a lot of my skills help me with that.

I could use my eyes for a better result, but not here. It would be too much surrounded by all this mana radiation.

So, I get to work, and time starts passing while I work. Nearly immediately, I lose two of the weapons to my mistakes, and then three more. But I do not stop and do not hesitate. If someone saw me using upper rare weapons as fodder, they would be mad, but they are just things to me. Useful items, yes, but never worth more than my life or too important to be sacrificed.

The items can be separated from me, they can be destroyed, they can be stolen. My personal power, and the knowledge I gain, will stay with me no matter what.

So, I waste even more of them, even getting a look from the man, but I ignore him and continue in my experiment. And then, after hours, my effort is rewarded, and I create the first epic item.

It’s not entirely my creation, but I can say that I did a part of the work. A big part. 

That makes me happy, even if it is only low epic.

Kinetic Pulse Spear (epic):A spear that accumulates kinetic energy and magnifies the force behind each strike. Movements and thrusts charge the spear, allowing the wielder to release highly concentrated kinetic blasts.

“I want to sell it,” I say immediately.



Do you really want to sell the following item for 1900 shards?

Kinetic Pulse Spear (epic)

Yes/No



I confirm and then check my shards.

Shards:13,792

Two some odd days until Vega comes back, and then two weeks until the end of the floor. I wonder how much I will make.

            


Chapter 313 - A Newcomer’s Welcome


                “You spend half a day ruining a dozen perfectly prepared items and you crafted that?” the weird three-question mark man says, looking over my shoulder, several rods in his arms.

“It came out pretty good,” I say in my defense.

The look he gives me tells me he probably doesn’t agree, and then he asks, “Did you send the weapon away through your skill? It felt different this time.”

I just shrug. There is no sense in explaining; the system will censor it all and make the man go blank.

“So what is your plan?” I ask him.

Seeing that I don’t intend to answer, he doesn’t push, “First, we proceed to my workshop where I can make some better items. Then we will head towards the control room.”

“Not to the core?” I ask.

“Not unless you have a death wish.”

Then, before I can answer, he places three more rods and turns to me once the mana radiation lessens further. He hands me one of the unused spears near me, “Do it again.”

I decide to play along and do just that. My skills activate, and I start over again. 

Then I feel a slap on the back of my head. My body is strengthened, my mana regulator turning a big part of my mana pool into reinforcement, yet it still makes me flinch.

Before I punch the man, he says, “Try it again, and don’t be in such a rush to change the item. Examine the pre-prepared pathways and feel the intent of the person that created that spear.”

He just snorts as he watches me glare at him, “You can try to punch me later if you want to. So?”

Instead of fighting, I send my senses through the item and get to examining it.

“The item you hold is something someone spent hours to create. They spent their mana to do so. They thought about how they wanted this item to look. The materials, rare or not, were carefully picked and smelted in an effort to realize their fullest potential. For all of that to happen, they had to study lifetimes of research authored by our predecessors and distributed by our teachers, a lot of people had to search for the materials, and a place had to be created to make it all happen.” He continues to observe my attempts. “So the least you can do is to pay a little bit of respect to the item in your hands, no matter how minuscule it might look to you.”

“I don’t agree,” I say, pausing my work on the item.

“Explain,” he asks me with interest.

“Items aren’t important. It doesn’t matter if they’re epic, rare, arcane, or something higher. Sure, it’s fine to use them, to hold them, or even be in awe of them. Maybe they’re useful, or maybe you learn something from them, but that’s it. You can’t rely on them too much or they’ll slow your growth. You can’t tiptoe around them, worried about damaging them because someone put effort into creating them.”

“That’s a very cynical way to look at it, but it also says a lot about you.”

“Sure.” I send my senses through the unfinished spear and examine it. “You told me to think about the intent of the creator of this weapon. But all I can see are useless pathways. The spear is pre-prepared so it constantly pulls bits of the user’s mana to sharpen the blade. Sending more should cause it to extend and become even sharper.”

My skills activate, and I scratch some of the prepared pathways, change others, and straight up block some more. “Like this, the finished item would become low epic at most and prioritize ease of use and reducing wear.”

The pathways I inscribe are much uglier, harsher, and more direct. They use more mana and require more from the user.

I turn to the man. “It’s an item prepared to be pampered. A spear used by someone who prefers ease of use and looks over functionality. Someone who rarely bothers with combat. It’s a toy, not a weapon.”

The inscriptions I create are more taxing to use but they allow more mana through. They allow the item to take damage over time. It’s like removing fail-safes, even at the cost of the weapon’s lifespan.

I don’t do it this way to improve the item’s rarity and price in a shop. No, I would do it this way even if I intended to use it or to give it to someone else.

Weapons are tools.

I pause for a while and turn to the man again. He returns my gaze and then nods. It’s not in agreement but in understanding. Then he turns back, and I continue what I’m doing.

Multiple hours later when the weapon is ready, I sell it, gaining 2,200 more shards. Right after, my duplicate and I send a few more items to the bunker and wait for the man to finish his work before moving deeper into the station.

Meanwhile, our round of the tutorial has gained a new Beyond explorer.

Beyond 6/10 > Beyond 7/10

Gareth - woah, a new one has joined us, hello friend!

Tacita -(;-_-)ノ

Great, another troll.

Gareth - hello, Tacita, I’m Gareth, and I hope we get along!

Tacita -ʅ(°_°)ʃ

Grumpy - ♡＼(￣▽￣)／♡ !!!

Tacita -(☉_☉)

Grumpy - ʕっ•ᴥ•ʔっ

Tacita - ╭(°ロ°”)╯

After that, the messages end, and I’m left wondering what the hell just happened.

 







 

The used-to-be-dead man finally finishes his work and puts a chestplate on. The metal is still red-hot, but he ignores the heat, and it doesn’t even touch his clothes. Once again, I notice a distinct lack of enchantments.

Then he hands us a few more rods, and we grab the ones we placed and head deeper into the bunker, following the man.

“Maybe we should at least ask him for his name,” I tell my duplicate.

“We can call him Bob.”

“That’s what we called the arcane archer from the 4th floor. Maybe Dave?”

“Dave sounds good. Are your anchors still on his skin?”

I nod, “Two of them. I don’t think I would be able to teleport him, but I could slow him down, and we could run. Other than his high constitution, he doesn’t seem that strong. Maybe he is just the Absolute’s personal blacksmith or something.”

Duplicate agrees, “At least two emblems from the Absolute, and the way he talks. Dave probably used to be an important person. He kind of reminds me of Cael.”

“I think all craftsmen are like that.” I cut off when Dave stops and places the iron rods in the hallway and one on the opposite side.

Then he turns to one of the doors and channels his mana into a mana stone set just over the frame.

Nothing happens, so he repeats it again and again.

He seems surprised, so he examines them and then, with a sigh, turns to me. “Please give me my wife’s arm and bracelet,” he says.

It takes a moment for me to realize what he means by that, and I look at the severed arm we were using for unlocking the door and then at the man.

He shows no emotion and when I hand him the arm he takes it and a moment later the door opens.

He returns the arm without me asking, and enters the room, places the rods and while my duplicate and I examine his workshop, he heads to a mana crystal in the corner of the room.

The room is massive, even bigger than the enchanting facility we came from. But this workshop is an unorganized mess. There are tons of materials scattered about, dried-up trees, suits of armor three times my size, chunks of stone as big as cars, and mana crystals.

There is no system that I understand to it but at the same time it feels cozier than the organized layout of the other facility.

“You two, come here,” he gestures to us, and after exchanging looks, both of us head to him.

He points at the pillar made of mana crystal. “Can you activate it? It should be connected to the core. The core is leaking and that’s what’s causing the current mana levels, but this crystal should still be getting some mana.”

I don’t bother asking him why he doesn’t do it himself and only slightly examine it, but I don’t find anything. So while my duplicate keeps watch, I delve deeper, using my skills to examine it and finally recognize the problem.

“It’s physically cut off from the core and the system of this station. Probably some kind of manually initiated failsafe or something,” I explain.

He sighs as if he had expected this but hoped to avoid it, and then examines the rods we are using, “We have an hour or two before these rods become useless, and then a similar amount of time before the amulets fail. You can grab whatever you want, and I will point out some things I need you to move to the place you call the bunker.”

“Isn’t that your workshop? Why would you give us these things?” the duplicate asks.

“Just do what I said.” The man we’ve decided to call Dave then ignores us and starts creating a pile of items he wants to bring with him.

As if planned, we step out of his workshop towards the rods he placed. As he said, they seem to be weakening, and a quick examination reveals some sort of corrosion on them.

Our [Mana Domain] activates, along with [Resonance] as we use [Infusion] to make the process even more seamless.

Then we take a step and pass by the rods.

Immediately, the pressure assaults us. It feels as if the mana crashes against us in a series of rhythmic waves, attempting to pass through our domain and Mantle.

It’s incredible.

Even after a hundred years, the core of this Veil Ignition Station is still releasing so much mana. A core filled by Champion Niall, as Dave said.

Leaving anchors behind the rods, we take a few more steps, making sure the amulets the man gave us don’t interfere, all in order to test our skills.

It all feels a bit like [Dawn], the skill Champion Tristan, used while being manipulated by the Mind Mage emperor, at the end of the second floor. A skill powered by The Sword of Aeons, the greatest mana battery in that world. And with that, he alone wiped out nearly all of humanity on his planet.

[Mana Domain - lvl 34 > Mana Domain - lvl 35]

[Infusion - lvl 24 > Infusion - lvl 25]

Then, after giving our all for a moment we find ourselves pushed back behind the rods.

Returning back to the workshop, he welcomes us, and his weird senses examine our activated skills.

“So, you even have a Domain-class skill,” he notes and then points at the pile. “With the help of this, I can prepare something better so we can head deeper.”

“What is a Domain-class skill?” I ask, ignoring his items. When he gives me the look, I add, “We will move your things if you answer.”

Dave almost seems like he wants to ask something but decides against it, “I keep forgetting how little you know. Within the many classes of skills, there are domain-type skills. If mastered properly, they can be some of the most terrifying. For learning more, find yourselves a disciple, candidate, or Champion. Now move these.”

He doesn’t say anything else and looks in the direction of the core of the station.

After that, we take our time, we examine the place, and move items until our mana takes a big hit. We also head back and examine some of the rooms that are further from the core. There, we find more corpses, even corpses of the monsters my Duplicate sent through to find out if the Gaiathra would notice them. The monsters are as dead as the humans we find.

The man seems to recognize some of the humans and when he kneels down in front of the corpse of a little girl, we leave him alone.

Soon, we feel heat fill the tunnels as he activates his emblems, and when he rejoins us, nothing remains of the bodies.

We return to the bastion, and I hand him the severed arm and bracelet.

He stares at it for a moment. I just wait patiently until he grabs it. After taking off the bracelet, he heads to the pile where we put other corpses, ready to examine them.

My clone and I leave to do our stuff, and soon flames light the tunnels of the Bunker as well.

            


Chapter 314 - The Minion’s Return


                Just a bit over two days have passed, and I am sitting in the branches of one of the bigger trees surrounding the bunker.

At this point the monsters almost seem to avoid me, the place seems to have been recognized as my territory after my short expeditions to level up. I have to go further and further to hunt now, but I make the effort every once in a while.

Over the past two days, I’ve been working with a few of the higher tier unfinished items, converting them into epics. Leaving me 5,600 shards richer after selling them to the shop. Then I sold piles of materials, mana stones, and some of the weird robes. Anything I had in excess or lacked a use for.

That alone has gained me another 3,800 shards. And that’s us going through the Veil Ignition Station twice given that we haven’t gone back since we returned, supposedly Dave is still preparing some important stuff.

My current number of shards is 25,392. The cheapest arcane items start at 100,000 and the cheapest arcane passives aren’t available for less than 200,000, it seems so expensive. Gaining either of them on this floor seems like it will be impossible.

So what am I doing out here?

Waiting for my minion, obviously.

Why outside?

I want to get to her before my Duplicate can turn her against me. We can’t have that, and I’m sure he would try. 

I escaped while he was watching Dave like a hawk. My duplicate doesn’t have the benefit of a counter, he doesn’t have access to the quest interface, system shop, or any other system functions. So he can only estimate when she will return, and I did my best to confuse him. I even left an orb in the Bunker to imitate my mana signature while I escaped in secret.

 



Congratulations! Your disciple will now return to the 5th floor! Bear in mind that you have to keep your disciple alive for two weeks longer. The environment on the 5th floor will become much more dangerous during that time!



 

And here she is.

Vega carefully emerges from an invisible portal. There she is, just beneath the tree I’m sitting in.

Just then, her senses pulse into the area like sonar, and her heartbeat accelerates as her skills activate. She envelops her dagger in pale blue mana and lowers her stance. I don’t even bother trying to hide as her senses touch me. She lifts her face, and her ruby-like eyes meet mine from below.

A giant smile blooms on her face, “Master!” she shouts.

“You have stopped scanning your area. That’s a day of me calling you minion, and you can’t complain.”

It’s hard to describe the relief I feel. And seeing someone be so happy just to see me is still weird. I land beside her only for my tiny minion to immediately hug me.

“It’s fine! Master can call me minion!” she embraces me with the full force her small frame can manage.

I lift her into my arms where she rests against my chest, listening to my heart.

“I’m glad to see you well, Vega,” I say, pulling her closer, and she nods with a smile.

Then I feel the orb down in the bunker disappear and someone trying to reconnect to the anchor I used to get here. But that person finds themselves unable to do so as I expected that and removed the connection with black mana.

“Okay, minion, now listen, this is serious,” I say. Setting her on the ground and kneeling in front of her. “There is a guy that looks like me and acts like me. But that person cannot be trusted no matter what!”

“Looks like master?” Vega asks.

In the distance, I feel an explosion of kinetic energy, and a figure lifts high into the air. Quickly followed by waves of mana scanning the area for us, but my pre-prepared barrier activates, and I hide us for a bit longer.

“Yes, but you have only one master, right? You wouldn’t turn against me?”

“I would not!”

“Good disciple,” I caress her hair and poke her cute pointy horn. “He probably isn’t a bad guy and won’t hurt you, but don’t get tricked, okay? It’s a test.”

“A test from master,” her eyes wide. “I’ll do my best!”

Right after that, my duplicate descends on us, absorbing the kinetic energy of his landing without causing any shockwaves. “You asshole! You are trying to turn my precious Vega against me!” he immediately complains.

My minion, wary, starts flicking her eyes between me and him. “T-two of them,” she mumbles.

“Vega, come to your master. I want a hug!” the creep says, but surprisingly, Vega seems to hesitate, her eyes rapidly flicking between us.

Wow, does she really want to be called Vega so badly?

“I can’t!” she says finally and moves behind me.

“You lost, loser,” I put my hand on Vega’s head and turn to him. “You are scaring MY disciple, so calm down.”

“Oh come on, that’s straight-up evil. I just want to poke those tiny pointy horns. I’m not asking for much. I’m stressed too, you know!”

“Go and hug Dave or something.”

“Does Dave look like master too?” Vega asks innocently from behind me.

“You are confusing our poor minion you asshole original, just look.” The duplicate moves close and leans to look at Vega behind my back, who returns his gaze with her curious ruby eyes.

“Is this part of Bambi’s curse?” she asks.

“As if, it’s him being a smartass. Come on, one hug,” he turns to me.

“Aren’t you too… well, weird?” I ask.

“You can take it easy. I’m going to disappear in a week or two, so I need my ESM.“

“ESM?”

“Emotional Support Minion! When we upgrade our Mantle, you can go first, and I’ll help you create a stronger epic item so you can get more shards.”

“Sure, deal. Vega, you can call this man Uncle Nathaniel but never call him master, okay?” I then let go of her, and before she can complain, my duplicate grabs her and hugs her.

“S-stop. Let me go!” My minion squeaks while trying to push him away, but she can’t really do anything.

Somehow it reminds me of that time I petted the poor Ashenwolf after waking him up in his cave. I wonder how that guy is doing.

“So, how is the progress?” I ask.

“Almost done, but we will have to decide what to do with the minion before heading to the station again. And did you ask her yet?” he pinches her nose, pulls her horn, and when he finally lets her go, my minion rushes to me.

She grabs my clothes and kicks me in the shin before hiding behind my back, “Traitor!”

“Anyway, minion, did you try to ask the questions I told you to ask?” I ask.

After fixing her hair and clothes a bit and while pouting, she looks up at me, “Yes, I did! But the people I asked didn’t know much.”

“Oh, how did you end up asking them?” The Duplicate creates a chair from mana and sits down.

Seeing that, Vega gulps. “I will answer if you create one for me as well!” she tries somewhat sneakily.

Knowing she would answer even without it, the Duplicate still creates one, and then we watch as Vega plops down and tries to sit in a similar lazy manner as my duplicate.

So cute.

“I made them talk after…” She lifts her fists and swings them a few times, clearly gesturing at what she did to the guys.

Oh my. That’s my disciple.

“I did what master told me, I found someone who had hurt me and put on the mask master bought. Then I hid my mana as much as possible and changed the way I moved. The mask changed my voice, and then I kept asking!”

The mask she mentioned is the only valuable item I sent with her. A rare mask that has some sort of confusion against weak minded individuals and changes the voice.

“But master. I remember that man hitting me every time I passed by his inn, but he was really weak now. I think I’m the strongest one in our village too!”

“You can beat everyone when you become even stronger. Right now, they could hire someone to kill you, so be patient.”

“Right! So I asked the question, but he didn’t know anything about the tutorial. He only said something about our predecessors, long long ago, going through the tutorial. Only the chosen ones entered and gained great power. He called them First Generation.”

“Huh, that makes sense. But isn’t that interesting?” the Duplicate mumbles. “Did he tell you if the tutorial repeated again?”

“I didn’t ask, I’m sorry uncle!”

“It’s fine,” I answer instead and turn to the duplicate. “So the system takes a bunch of people from a planet and puts them through the tutorial. The survivors return and become the so-called First Generation?”

He speaks in turn, expanding on the thought, “After that, more people from the planet join the system, but without the advantages of people who went through the tutorial?”

“Or could it be that only descendants of people who went through the tutorial get the ability to interact with the system?”

“That doesn’t make any sense. We saw a lot of people with levels on the floors. There wasn’t anyone without a class.”

“They may have gone through the tutorial tens of thousands of years ago, perhaps the descendants of the first generation replaced those who couldn’t access the system.”

He ponders, “That feels off, I like the theory that people from the tutorial return to Earth, and then slowly other people from Earth start awakening and joining the system. Maybe it is all even caused by mana leaking from the people who return to Earth.”

I turn to Vega and ask, “Did he know anything else about the First Generation?”

“Nothing!”

The duplicate sighs, “So if we are right, there are 10 rounds of the tutorial. We are in the 5th round. Every round of the tutorial contains four difficulties, and each difficulty has 10 groups. 2000 people to split into ten groups in easy, a thousand in normal, 500 for hard, and 250 for hell. Overall that’s,” he counts, “3750 people for each round. If we are right and there will be 10 rounds, that’s 37,500 people in the tutorial.”

I continue, “Out of them, how many will survive? 20,000 people in Easy difficulty so maybe 10-15 thousand of them? Out of 10,000 in Normal, probably around 6 to 8 thousand, out of 5,000 in Hard, probably two thousand? And out of 2,500 in Hell what? Somewhere between 100 and 500, maybe 100 of them enter Beyond, and what, maybe 10-20 survive?”

“The tutorial does become harder as floors pass and plenty of people might decide to stay on one of the nicer floors. Someone from Hard difficulty who gets to a higher floor might become stronger than someone from hell who decided to stay on the 4th floor.”

“That’s true. Minion, any info on your Absolute or Champions?”

“They knew nothing! I even bent the hand he used to hit me just like you showed me, master, but he said nothing.”

“Pairing?”

“Nothing!”

“System shop outside of the tutorial?”

“They didn’t know about it! They said there is no such thing.”

“At what levels do primary class upgrades happen?”

“He was only level 40, he got only the 1st one and didn’t know.”

The duplicate looks at her, “Wow, our cute Vega beat up someone 10 levels higher. Is this how proud parents feel?”

Both of us ignore him, and I continue to ask a few more questions, but Vega doesn’t have any answers. But that is to be expected, looking at the small village where she lives.

“Good job, minion, you did well.”

“Thank you, master!”

After turning to my duplicate, I lift one of my eyebrows, and he sighs, “As promised, you get the Mantle upgrade first, and I will help you create a better epic item.”

The chair made with [Regalia] disappears as he stands in a smooth motion and turns to Vega, “I’m glad you made it back safely, disciple,” he says.

To that, Vega thinks for a moment, then smiles, giving him a nod.

Observing him carefully, I notice a hint of relief in his eyes. Even though he hasn’t shown it very much, he is happy to even get that much. Our minion is just that precious a little thing.

As we head back to the bunker, both of us notice that the Mana Radiation has started to become worse, and monsters from all parts of the Valley are fighting and moving erratically.

And the Veil becomes just a bit more visible hanging in the air, just a tiny bit, but almost enough to be able to see it with the naked eye.

The system didn’t joke, and as it said, the difficulty will gradually increase.

            


Chapter 315 - Screw you


                Dave looks at me; it’s still disturbing how easily he can recognize who the duplicate is. Then he looks at my duplicate and then at Vega, who looks up at him with interest. Having two of us by her side, she doesn’t seem to be worried at all.

“Master, how should I address this man?” she asks.

I look at the man we even now call Dave, and he doesn’t even bother answering and just turns around, heading back to his provisional workshop.

Indeed, what to call him? The duplicate is uncle already, “Maybe mister?” I offer.

“Sure! Is this man another of master’s minions, like uncle?”

My duplicate interrupts, “Vega, I’m not a minion and will never be. Actually, I’m currently stronger than him, you can hear my heart, right?”

“Yes I can, but it doesn’t feel stronger!”

I let them talk and follow Dave, pushing through the heat being released by his emblems, absorbing most of it with [Redistribution] and turning it into kinetic energy which I use to strengthen my body. It’s better than releasing it, and my core is already full.

“Sometimes I think everything is a game for you,” Dave says while the metal in front of him swirls, mixing and separating while forming into difficult shapes as he wills it into form.

“It’s probably one of my skills, allowing me to filter out my emotions,” I answer and jump onto the table nearby, examining the process. He doesn’t seem to mind anymore than the times before, and I could even swear he likes having someone who shows so much interest in his craft.

“That makes sense. Concentration class skills tend to be like that,” he moves his hand, releasing more heat, melting an ingot of heat resistant metal, even more so than endurium.

I know because I tried to melt it too. It also sold for a nice chunk to the system shop.

“Are concentration type skills that bad?” I ask curiously.

“They are useful, and the people who use them tend to be amazing in whatever they do. On the other hand, they often feel less human compared to others,” the metal in front of him forms a sphere and then starts to swirl, mixing everything together.

He continues, “At a higher level of the skill, their users feel… inhuman.”

Separating a bit of molten metal, he throws it to me where I release my mana and make it semi-materialize, keeping the molten metal in the air like he does. To prevent the metal from cooling off, I reach into my Vortex core and release the heat of my golden thermal energy.

We’ve already tried it a few times before, so this time I take care not to release too much heat and even let my eyes activate in combination with [Focus], while I try to limit their effect on my mana and the molten metal it surrounds.

“Sometimes I think it’s unfair that someone like you has Primordial thermal energy,” he says to my surprise.

“Why?” I ask, moving the heat around the molten metal and using my mana to try to form it.

“Jealousy, I would say.” The flames from his emblem try to push against my thermal energy.

Without compressing my thermal energy further, his flames seem to blaze hotter and more confidently. Yet, there is some beauty to my golden thermal energy as it swirls around, devouring his flames the moment he loses any degree of concentration around the edges.

“In the future, do not show anyone your Primordial energy if you don’t have to. The same goes for your eyes.”

“Even my eyes?” I push bits of his flames away and absorb the heat to boost my thermal energy. The metal ball in front of me elongates as I try to form it into the shape of a dagger. An ugly-ass dagger at that.

“Wavelength-type eye traits are very rare. There were once entire noble families who only maintained their position in court because one of their predecessors had a powerful Wavelength eye. They were marrying away their daughters into other families hoping to re-awaken this trait.”

“Don’t humans only get 3 traits?”

“Yes, but those you’re born with don’t count against that number.”

The dagger I was trying to create melts when I use too much heat, and I start over.

Taking advantage of the man’s good mood, I ask, “Can you tell me about the First Generation?”

When he looks, I think that I may have pushed too far, and annoyed him with my questions, but after examining the molten metal I’m working on, he sighs.

Then a blank expression overtakes his face, and it reverts back.

After returning to his senses the man seems surprised and almost ruins his project, but he quickly takes over and continues to work.

It seems like the system is still censoring the information about the First Generation, and I have no hope of learning more from the natives currently. Maybe on higher floors? Or I can try to get information from newcomers to the tutorial, like Vega.

“Why do you want to reach the station’s core so badly?” I finally ask the question I’ve been pondering for so long.

“My name is Nevan.”

“Thanks for telling me, my name is Nathaniel.”

He nods in acknowledgment. “I don’t know what else to do.” His voice lacks emotion. This is the look of a man who’s woken up after a hundred years only to find his wife and daughter dead and his world is in tatters.

It’s hard to imagine what he is going through.

“Why do you want to get to the core?” Nevan asks me in exchange.

For a moment, I ponder my response. “I want to learn what happened. I want to see the place where it all went down. I hope to improve my skills in the process and find a useful item or two.”

He snorts, “At least you’re honest.”

“But I meant it. More than a desire for trinkets, mana stones, and useful metals, I want to learn.” As I put my motives into words, he turns his head to me, while the metal, now in the shape of a helmet, hangs in the air.

I continue, “I’m curious. I want to know more about the Veil. How did they create it, and how does it work? I want to know how they screwed up and what happened 100 years ago. I want to know why so many people talk about the Enchanter Guild as if they were deities. I want to know all these answers and I want to see the wonders you guys created so long ago.”

“Apparently, nothing good. You know what’s the worst thing about it? We were winning.” He stops and the heat around him disappears. “We were goddamn winning. Our Absolute was so powerful, he alone was enough to take out most of the enemy forces. Then there were Champions directly under his command. We would have survived this pairing and won.”

Nevan grabs the helmet he’s created and flicks it with the tip of his finger.

A single crisp tone fills the room, hanging in the air, for what feels like an eternity.

“But that wasn’t enough. The Enchanter Guild seized the opportunity to push the Veil Ignition ahead of schedule. They worried that the Pairing might end and the people’s support would go with it. Think of our children, they said.” He flicks the helmet again and then gestures for me to continue.

I move my thermal energy and continue molding the melted alloy he created.

“And we went along with it all. Drunk on our own power and confidence and amazed by the miracles they had created, we allowed this to happen and this is our reward.” He stops, “Slow down and even out your thermal energy. There is no need to push so quickly, move slower, and let the dagger cool off a bit before you continue.”

The dagger I’m shaping with mana now is better than any of my previous attempts. I absorb the heat at the places he indicates, allowing the alloy to cool while evening things out on the whole.

The combination of [Mana Domain] with [Redistribution] allows me to make detailed manipulations. While [Infusion] makes it easier to heat the more solid components. Sometimes I even infuse the piece with threads of mana for more delicate control.

When my trait finally deactivates and my concentration weakens, I finish the process.

The result is still ugly, the blade is dull, but one part still excites me. The mana-conductive metal that was part of the alloy is perfectly spread throughout the weapon mimicking basic inscriptions. It’s lacking, but it’s a first step.

“I’m jealous of people like you,” Nevan repeats his earlier statement. “But I can’t bring myself to hate you.”

I wonder what expression I’m making for him to say that.

 







 

The moment I leave the room, Vega rushes to me, followed by my duplicate who even now is etching inscriptions into a mana stone. Something he does practically nonstop.

“Master! Uncle isn’t that bad, he asked me to eat with him and gave me tasty food!”

Before I answer, the duplicate pokes, “Maybe I can become your master instead. I know more about inscriptions than this weirdo, and I promise to only ever call you Vega.”

“No!” Vega immediately answers and then passes by me approaching Nevan’s workstation.

Before she can move any further, I grab her with [Redistribution]. “It’s dangerous in there.”

It would be dangerous for someone with such a low level to get too close to that level of heat. Nevan’s emblems release that much.

“Ok!” She replies when I let go. “Master, I want to train more. I want to become much stronger. When I return, I will go to a bigger village. Or I might even try to hunt some gray lizards to see if they really are all that tasty.”

“No worries, we have two weeks, so we’ll make sure to help you level up a bit and work on your skills too.”

“Mana chair too?”

“No mana chair.”

“Oh…”

“More explosive kinetic orbs and better body strengthening.”

“Yes! Oh, and master, the uncle said you lost another limb, has the curse gotten worse?”

As an answer, I grab one of her pointy horns and shake her head while turning to Duplicaniel, “You are ruining my minion.”

“Vega is not a minion.” They say, almost in unison.

“This attempt is so cheap,” I tell him.

“Hey, if it works, it works. Anyway, I need your help with some mana inscriptions. I want to test something.”

“Any good progress?”

“Only shitty progress, I’ve spent the past week in almost constant attempts to create a personality imprint, but I’m not even close damnit. It feels like I haven’t even started. I knew Lissandra was a monster, but this is too much.”

“Is Lissandra a minion too?” Vega asks curiously.

“Maybe one day,” I say.

“Ha!” The duplicate just stretches. “If the personality imprint plan fails, as it most likely will, I can do something like what we did for Myrra. I’m not sure it worked, but hey, I might as well try.”

“But there is a problem with that,” I point out while caressing Vega’s head.

Huh, maybe he was really onto something with Vega being an ESM; I really do feel my stress dissipating.

“Yes,” he agrees. “The system has already reacted to my status as a duplicate, so the rules will probably be a bit more strict. There is also a chance that because every attendee has their own instance, it will work differently. And even if it worked with Myrra, it may have countermeasures in place this time.”

“How about trying to make yourself a tutorial attendee?”

“I used the fingers you so graciously gave me, and tried to work on something, but I just don’t know. Lissandra has partial status as a tutorial attendee because she regrew from Hadwin and I’m entirely your duplicate, yet the system hasn’t reacted. I tried to think of a way you could help, but I just can’t come up with anything.”

“What about returning to Vega’s world with her?”

At that, Vega’s red eyes grow even larger, shining from under her light brown hair.

“While I was eating with her, I tried to look into it, but I have no connection to her. The problem also has to do with my lifespan. Just moving away from the tutorial wouldn’t fix it.”

“Now that you mention it, I think it may have been a dick move to duplicate myself.” I ponder.

“Only now?” he snorts. “What’s annoying is that I can’t be mad at you since I made the decision. But hey, let’s strengthen the Mantle and try inscribing a mana stone.”

“Sure.”

 







 

It’s hours later, and we sit opposite each other. Nevan is still working, and Vega is sleeping, her head resting on my leg.

The improvements to The Mantle were a success.

Mana Sovereignty Mantle: A protective mantle seamlessly integrated with the user’s mana heart and body. Solely designed to prevent external influences from disrupting or hijacking the user’s mana flow.

The name and description haven’t changed at all as I’ve made no attempt to change the effect. Instead of trying to be fancy, I just wanted to strengthen one simple thing. To prevent someone from keeping me from using mana. Well, at least inside my body. And even though the description hasn’t changed, I can easily notice that it’s improved.

While we rest, and eat some food while Vega is sleeping, the duplicate keeps looking at me.

“So?” I ask.

“You haven’t stopped watching out for Vega, not even for a second ever since she’s returned.”

I decide to stay quiet.

“The entire time she was with me, you kept watching her, keeping the anchor you placed on her skin active and ready. Even as you worked with Nevan.”

“Just say it.”

With his emotionless face, he continues, “Ever since you duplicated yourself, you were worried about Vega’s return. Doesn’t that say a lot about you?”

He looks at Vega, who is peacefully sleeping, “You still think there might be a chance you would use Vega to stay alive if you were in my shoes. You aren’t sure, but you think you might use her or even sacrifice her just to stay alive. From sheer desperation and as the last possible option and because you still remember how you behaved on the 1st Floor.”

In the silence, broken only by the soft breathing of my disciple, I caress her head gently. At that, she snuggles closer to me.

The duplicate leans and rests against the wall, as always his mana is constantly moving, “You aren’t sure what you would do if you were in my situation, but I am. I already know the answer to that question. But I won’t tell you. Screw you, and figure it out on your own.”

“I really want to punch you sometimes.”

“You and I are the same.”

“Yes.”
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Chapter 316 - The first one in thousands of years


                Each of us gets another pendant. We put on the chest plates made of silvery metal streaked with copper. Nevan even threw something together for Vega, and she’s been much nicer to him since. My minion might be easily influenced by gifts and shows of goodwill.

I watch as she spins around, looking at her reflection in one of the steel panels lining the walls of the facility.

Even Nevan has a soft smile on his face, watching the little half-demon girl being happy.

At least she accepted only after asking him multiple times if it was for free and he didn’t want anything in exchange.

“I’m going outside for a moment, something destroyed one of my anchors,” the duplicate says and disappears at the same moment.

A few seconds later, he returns. “Two Veil Guardians sniffing around,” he says simply.

So that’s it? Is a normal Hell difficulty person supposed to be hiding now, or should they be capable of taking on the Veil Guardians? Or were we expected to join a group like the Bastion in an effort to survive the remaining two weeks with disciples?

“We could fight them together,” I offer.

“Probably, but we’ve already prepared for a trip to the station. Wanna bet something would go wrong if we went to fight?”

“That’s true. Well, let’s follow the plan.” I wave at Nevan, “Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Take as much as you can; we might not be able to return.”

After taking a moment to look at me, he nods and quickly does just that.

“Vega,” I say, “you will stay by my side the entire time, and by that I mean the entire time, okay?”

“Yes, master!” the little half-demon agrees without complaint.

But just in case, I give her my pendant. Then I take a few rods and some of the other things our personal blacksmith, alloyist, whatever he is, prepared for us.

When we reappear in the station, the mana pressure immediately increases, and I observe Vega. Thankfully, she doesn’t seem to notice the pressure, and can only feel the difference through her scanning. Even now, she is curiously observing it, her red eyes wide open.

Nevan, who is fully armored, even going so far as to wear a helmet, heads in first, and we quickly pass his workshop, stopping only so he can grab a few small items. I also quickly sell a few more items, getting a quick 680 shards.

The hallway stretches farther than I had expected, and it gradually becomes clear that the pressure is emanating from somewhere on the right where the core must be.

At a crossroads, Nevan turns left and leaves three rods between us and the core, alleviating the pressure somewhat.

The next stop is yet another facility. This one is in disarray, the damage is as extensive here as it was at the entrance. Deep scratches dominate the metal walls, sections of the floor have been melted, and the ceiling has partially collapsed. Mana stones have been strewn about the room. Most of them have been destroyed, though some are still whole. There are dozens, in all colors and sizes, and none of them have been inscribed.

“One of my friends used to study mana crystals here, and he was using them to make mana stones in his spare time.” Nevan enters the room and touches one of the walls, and a signal pulses out from the point of contact, and a crack appears there, revealing the entrance to a smaller room.

There, in what seems to have been a panic room, lies the unrecognizable corpse of a man. But for Nevan, just a look at his bracelet is confirmation enough.

The man’s corpse is surrounded by empty bottles, and food packaging, and seems to have created a makeshift bed in the corner. 

But the most interesting part is the mana crystals littering the room, some of which have clearly been converted into mana stones. The man, unwilling or unable to exit the room, spent his final days and weeks working. He did something he enjoyed up until the end either to take his mind off his situation or maintain his grip on reality.

I look at Nevan who is still looking at the corpse.

“Oh, Orryn, I can only hope that you did not suffer.” Stepping inside, he cradles what remains of the man and lies him on the bed in the corner. He takes a few mana stones from the ground and hands them to me, “They will be more useful to you than to me.”

I examine them, noting that, like those in the previous room, they haven’t been inscribed. They are, for the most part, just beautiful mana stones ready for inscription, with the exception of the few that are epic grade. Meanwhile, the ones in the prior room were rare at best.

The duplicate also takes a share, as does Vega.

At the same time as me, the duplicate takes one and starts turning it into storage he starts filling with Primordial energies, something akin to what I did on the 4th floor to attack the Colony.

“Are you fine?” I ask Vega.

“I think I am, but I feel dizzy when examining the area around me.”

“You can stop using your senses for a while.”

She does just that, and I set one of my anchors on her skin, just in case. I [Tether] it to her body, I’m much higher level than her, so it’s not hard.

Room by room, we pass through the station. We find more corpses and more damaged facilities, and I start to wonder if Nevan doesn’t have a skill like [Focus]. The man keeps recognizing colleagues or friends all over the place, yet he continues ahead with the determination of a man with nothing to lose.

As the hallway widens, Nevan places a few more rods and throws some fist-sized iron cubes on the floor, and we enter the big circular room.

“Control room,” he says simply.

Out of every place we passed by, this one has suffered the most damage, and it’s the nature of the damage that surprises me. It’s like someone just evaporated everything in a big sphere, leaving behind smooth edges. And this repeats over and over.

The tables are gone, control panels too, and pieces of the wall as well. On the ground, we find pieces of gray bodies filled with blue veins and even pieces of voidsteel slicers.

It looks like our friends, Veil Guardians or a higher grade of them, visited this place long ago.

Vega and I both collect pieces of voidsteel either to keep for ourselves or to sell later. Even while doing so, she practices moving mana in the way I told her, and she keeps a kinetic orb floating near her.

Nevan is examining what remains, trying to get a panel to pop up from the floor and attempting to locate hidden rooms, while my duplicate goes about examining the rooms nearby.

“Do you have any idea what could’ve caused this?” I ask him.

“Some of the attacks were the work of the head guard, and I recognize a few as the work of some of the Lords that were staying here. As for the one that destroyed the panels, I have my suspicions, but I’m not sure. But either by coincidence or intent, they destroyed the controls.”

“Any backup?”

He nods, “But they’re closer to the core.”

“Let me examine the rooms around for a bit, and we can head there. Anything interesting?”

Nevan gestures, “This way, you can find the dining room; your duplicate went there. There you will find a Guard station that probably has some armor or weapons left in stock. Nearby, through a hallway, is a research center that will probably interest you the most. They were exploring methods of inscribing fabrics, creating highly conductive mana threads, and experimenting with the smallest possible mana stones for inscriptions.”

“Thanks, fifteen minutes?”

“That much shouldn’t be a problem for our equipment.”

“Minion, let’s go.”

“To the dining room?”

I grab and pull her horn while she tries to kick me, and then we head towards the research center.

 







 

POV Duplicate of Nathaniel Gwyn

I’m sitting in a chair while I wait. As I do, I prod the leg of one of the corpses with my foot.

It’s a long-dead woman, some of her hair has fallen out, and her shriveled face is frozen in an expression of sheer pain. As many did, she clearly died from mana radiation that must have been even stronger 100 years ago.

While waiting, I strengthen the field around me, making sure it’s blocking all the sounds and mana other than mine. Not like I think that is required, but just to be safe. The original douchebag can be perceptive sometimes, but right now, he’s too busy, enamored by all these mysteries to check on me. Hell, I would’ve liked to do the same.

Finally, the corpse’s eyes move, they’re still lifeless and disgusting, but they turn to me nonetheless.

Even though they shouldn’t be making any sounds, the mouth moves and its words fill the room, “I see you haven’t forgotten me, unfortunate one.”

“Yes, yes. A week ago you told me you would tell me about a way to survive when Vega came back, so?”

“So direct. You don’t have to hurry. We’ve got ourselves some time to discuss.”

Well, I wouldn’t normally cooperate with an extremely suspicious being I met a few times in Beyond and once on the 4th floor when it took over Arcane Archer Bob. But it’s not like I have many options.

“If you want to talk so much, tell me why would you help me.”

The mouth of the corpse moves as if to make a smile and it makes her look even more creepy.

“To pass time,” it says.

“So mysterious and cool. What is this method of survival you mentioned?”

“It’s not all that difficult, unfortunate one. You just need to kill your original’s disciple. Once she dies, I can move her ‘status‘ to you, and you will be returned to her world instead. With her status and a little bit of influence from my side, your status as a temporary duplicate will disappear.”

“I see. No.”

“Are you sure?” the voice sounds playful. “If you are worried about your conscience, you don’t have to kill her. But you just don’t have to help either. You left your mark on the sleeping Gaiathra, right? What if you just happened to activate it by mistake and weren’t here when the monster attacked? Accidents happen.”

When I don’t answer, the being seems even more amused, the mouth of the corpse moving into a smile much too wide for its anatomy.

The old skin of the corner of its lips tears, and the jaw moves lower in a creepy gesture.

“You might think you won’t now, but are you sure you won’t change your mind when you’ve only got a day left? Don’t you want to survive? What is some little girl you’ve only known for a few weeks in comparison to that?”

Even though it can’t use its powers, the air in the dining room starts feeling colder.

“Just a small accident, after that you would be sent to explore her world. You can try to become its Absolute if you wish. You can fight and train as much as you want. A whole new planet for you to explore. As a bonus, your original would be punished for failing his Floor quest. Isn’t that beautiful?”

“You are a really stupid motherfucker, aren’t you? I said no.”

The corpse moves and as it stands up, its limbs let out a cracking noise until the long-dead woman’s head stops just in front of my face. “You already refused my help once, do not repeat that mistake. Without me, you will perish.”

“Even if I die, I won’t regret it,” as I say this, I feel confident in this conviction.

The dumb original might not realize it yet, he is bad at dealing with his feelings, but he’s the same. Neither of us would be able to hurt Vega like that. Never. It would mean betraying our friend and in that moment, we would be no better than the person we hate the most in the world.

“I think the subclass of Pride really fits you. It’s perfect for delusional people like you,” the being giggles, and finally, the woman’s jaw falls off. At that, it only tilts its head and then steps back. “I will ask you the same question a day before you disappear. I’m already excited to hear your answer.”

So he is not the Ruler of Pride.

Well, let’s try to get more info at least, “Why are you even here? There must be hundreds or thousands of tutorials going on, why this one? Because of Lissandra and her escape from the second floor?”

The corpse crumbles, but the words continue, amusement dripping from every single one, “Absolutes going rogue once in a while isn’t that rare. Even though what Eladore’s Absolute Lissandra is doing is extremely interesting, it is not enough to catch my interest. No, you, Absolute Lissandra, and the other attendees of this instance are only a way I amuse myself.”

The next words only sound in my head, the corpse unmoving, (What brought me to this tutorial is someone else. It’s the man who started the tutorial in Beyond. The first one in thousands of years.)

            


Chapter 317 - The cracked core


                1,050 shards, that’s how much I’ve gotten from selling the stuff from the research center. Obviously, I keep the best items and data. Even then, that leaves me with just over 27 thousand shards. At that point, I decided to buy another epic passive.

Sure, I could save my shards and advance my plan to build a repertoire of rare passives, and try to learn a thing or two, but with what’s happening around me, that might not be such a good idea.

The Veil Guardians have been sniffing around, the Veil itself is acting weird, and my duplicate has been cooking something up. I mean, I have [Tether] too, but how the heck did he teleport a giant mana crystal from the bunker like that, and where did he send it?

“Master, another one!” Vega rushes closer and hands me a few small mana stones. After examining them, if they aren’t useful, I sell them as well, getting a few more shards.

“Good job, minion, did you keep any for yourself?”

“I’ve done exactly as master said. I’ve already started practicing.”

“Good, keep doing that. You can push yourself harder, I will step in if you lose control.”

“It’s hard with all of the items the mister gave me and all this mana floating around, but I will try.”

As she goes back to her training, I open the system shop and look at the passive I’ve been eyeing.

Cognitive Fortress (Epic) - Bestows upon the user a remarkable capacity for sustained mental engagement. This passive bolsters the user’s cognitive stamina to extraordinary levels, helping them endure prolonged periods of intense cognitive activity.

It’s a bit expensive, just over 15 thousand shards. With epic passives starting at 8 thousand, this is probably one of the better ones. If there are hidden low, mid, and upper ratings like I think there are, then this one is probably in the upper tier, maybe high mid.

My current passives are as follows:

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Mana Reservoir (epic)

Arcane Resilience (epic)

Phoenix Embrace (epic)

Mana Overload Absorption (epic)

The rare passive isn’t even worth speaking of at this point. Mana Reservoir is my current favorite.

Arcane Resilience says it reduces the physical toll of casting. Through testing, I’ve learned that it refers to my tendency to overload my brain and eyes, though not so much as it protects my body from my ever-growing stat imbalance.

Then there is the beautiful passive skill known as Phoenix Embrace, granted this will surely lead to a lot of trash-talk from Lily and she’ll likely demand that I sell it.

I won’t, I love it.

Mana Overload Absorption is like Arcane Resilience, though it works differently.

So, Cognitive Fortress should help me deal with the strain my eyes subject me to. My new trait is powerful and difficult to handle, even now. And that’s good. The more dangerous it is to me, the more dangerous it should be to others.

Or something like that.

It should also help with my attempts to power [Focus] and my other skills with the black mana, even if it doesn’t do as much as the other two.

Okay, let’s buy it.

I buy Cognitive Fortress and confirm, and watch with a touch of sadness as over 15 thousand shards disappear.

For the next few minutes, I focus on resisting the burning sensation that courses through me. It feels like someone has set my head ablaze from the inside, but I refuse to let it show as I continue observing Vega’s training.

Then, as we are leaving, I even sell some tables that are basically enchanting tables. It doesn’t get me that many shards, but after spending so much on my new passive, I intend to sell anything that isn’t nailed down. Even if it is, I mean to remove it and sell it. I don’t care if it’s only worth 1 shard. Hell, I would sell the entire station if I could.

“So, Minion, how was the week back in your village?” I ask while waiting for the pain to abate.

It takes her a moment to refocus from the mana stone she was observing and look up at me with her ruby-like eyes.

“I appeared at the same place I disappeared from. I then tracked and killed the monster that was hunting me before! Master, it was so weak I can’t believe I was so scared back then, I even cried while running.”

“It’s fine to be scared, minion. It helps us survive.”

“But master isn’t scared. You even block your fear,” she tilts her head.

“Only a little and less of late. Sometimes I enjoy the feeling of fear, minion. It makes the fights more fun.”

“Master is weird.”

“Yup.”

“So I killed the monster and then returned to the village. I spent the first few days much as I did before, I didn’t let anything slip and kept hiding and observing different people’s strengths. A few times I went to hunt in the forest too. Then a few days before returning, I masked myself and started asking questions.”

I’m trying to imagine my silly minion beating a bunch of old men and find the thought amusing. Even she is smiling at the memory. Vega swings her arms, acting out the way she dealt with the men, and describes how she made them talk and where she kicked them.

She thanks me for teaching her the kick and describes how scared some of the men were while adding things they did to her before she became my disciple.

As amused as I am by her antics, I’m also angry. I can’t help but think that if I were there, those people would have ended up much worse.

Hurting someone like me is fine, but hurting a kid? Trying to inflict so much trauma on someone as curious and cheerful as Vega here?

I’m glad I became her master. I’m glad I showed her a way out so she can stay as beautiful as she is.

I also remember the conversation I had with my duplicate and as I listen to Vega telling me her story, I come to the answer.

There is no way I would be able to hurt Vega like that. Yes, I will push her to become stronger and it might even hurt, but every time it will be for her good, and I will be sure she’s ready. But I will never hurt her the way others did.

My duplicate realized it before me and seems to have had some fun teasing me like that. Such an asshole. Biscuit truly is the greatest to realize it so quickly and keep calling me, us, out like that.

“Vega, one day I will introduce you to Biscuit. I think you would like each other.”

“Is Biscuit also one of your minions?”

“Not everyone is my minion, you silly disciple.” I pinch her horn and shake her head. “You guys probably won’t meet in the tutorial, but after I get out I will find your planet. It will take some years so be patient, okay? Until then become as powerful as you can so I don’t have to be ashamed in front of Biscuit.”

“I might be even stronger than master after that much time,” she says with a cheeky smile. “And then you will be my minion!”

Look at her.

“If you do, that’s fine. I’ll even call you Master Vega and ask you to teach me,” I say and watch as her eyes become dreamy and I lean closer, continuing in a whisper. “Just imagine that. Master Vega and her lowly minion Nathaniel. Your heart even more powerful than mine and then it would be me following you around, begging you to teach me.”

Her eyes widen even more, and I can see how much she would like that.

In the end, I stand up, the pain of acquiring the passive nearly gone. “So give it your best, but be careful, okay?”

“Will do, master!”

I look through a few more rooms, and I’m once again amazed by how much work has been put into this station. The walls have all been shielded, and optimized for extreme durability yet they still have a decent aesthetic to them. There are drains set into the floor in some facilities in case of toxic spillage or flooding.

Air filtration devices are all over the place and some of the things they’ve done with inscriptions remain a mystery to me even now. I can imagine myself spending months down here, trying to learn as much as possible.

Well, I might have better opportunities on higher floors. So I just examine the most interesting things and keep the best items while selling the rest and then head back into the destroyed control room where Duplicaniel and Nevan are already waiting.

“Out of curiosity, I jumped to the bunker we were using,” my duplicate says. “It’s already been overrun by monsters and the doors are wide open so we’ll have to change our base.”

“So, plan B.”

“So it seems. I brought back a few items from the bunker, and you can do as you like with them. Consider it a show of my goodwill,” he teases.

“I had hoped that we could stay here. I don’t think they can pass by Gaiathra that easily, but there is the issue with the mana radiation.”

While I grab some items from the pile and sell them, my duplicate continues,“ We have a few hours, maybe six at most with all the stuff we have and maybe half of that if we move closer to the core. Am I right?” he turns to Nevan.

“Longer. I’ve still got items that I haven’t used yet,” the man answers. “Keep the girl close; we’re heading deeper.”

Then he leads the way, wearing a full set of items he made of a mix of metals. He grabs rods as well; his mana seeps through his chestplate. There are no inscriptions; it’s just the alloy reacting to his mana by vibrating at an extremely weird frequency, and that greatly strengthens the effect.

Step after step, we trail behind him as the mana around us increases.

Even with all the protections we have, I feel pressure and channel more mana into the barrier I’ve placed around Vega and myself. To reduce my expenditure, I pick Vega up into my arms where she nestles her ear against my chest and listens to my heart.

As we pass through the next zone, the sheer amount of mana seems to be causing effects beyond the pressure. Some colors seem to have altered their vibrancy. Red, blue, and yellow grow much more vibrant, while others grow flat.

We notice the iron walls curve, looking more like waves frozen mid-movement rather than straight sheets of metal.

For a short time, all sound disappears, replaced by the impossibly loud beating of our hearts. I’m even able to differentiate whose heart is whose.

Then it stops, and as we continue, the air starts to look misty.

All of the epic rods crack and wear off, only to be thrown away, and Nevan uses even more of his mana to strengthen the effect of his chestplate, reinforcing the barrier around us. At this point, I’m sure the piece he made is a mere step away from arcane. The most he could do in the time given to him.

We pass through holes that have been torn in the walls and melted doors, and eventually enter a large circular room. Yellow and purple colors become much more vibrant and a pillar radiates light in the otherwise dark room.

It’s much simpler than expected and much smaller.

The bunker we left did have a mana crystal to hold mana, and that crystal was as tall as a smaller skyscraper. This room is the size of a small apartment, and as expected, there is a mana stone in the center.

It is a clear white color, and inside of it, yellow and purple mana swirls lazily, and just the sheer pressure makes my disciple pass out, and I strengthen the barrier around her even more, reaching into my reservoir to do so.

Looking at the mana stone, I’m once again reminded that it has been leaking mana for a hundred years already. It’s hard to imagine the sheer force it had to have in the beginning. The mana stone itself looks like a transparent crystalline pillar with mana swirling inside. It is only as tall as me, yet even someone with my level of experience can see how amazing it is.

The mana crystal from the bunker, even though hundreds of times bigger, can’t compare to this. Not even close.

But there is a problem with it.

Lodged inside the core is an ax, leaving a crack, through which, that immense mana can seep.

Holding the ax, there is a burned corpse, a skeleton with bits of flesh hanging off of it. Half of the head is missing, the place where the heart would be is nothing but a big hole. Someone made sure the attacker was dead though they were too late, the damage had already been done.

A chuckle erupts out of nowhere, and I look at Nevan, who unbelievingly stares at the corpse.

Finally, more emotion appears on his face. The pain of finding the world in this state, the pain from seeing his dead wife and daughter. All of it surfaces as he weakens his concentration type skill.

“The ax that destroyed the core was made by Champion Niall and I,” he says as mana radiates from him, bits of metal floating into the air from his bags. “And this man is my father, one of our youngest Champions. He was the only one on this planet with a body strong enough to endure the destruction of a core of this grade. Having even this little left shows how strong his body used to be,” he smiles deprecatingly.

Then he points to burned marks on the floor, “This is where the core’s explosion burned Champion Niall’s first disciple. I can feel alloy melted into the floor from the armor I made for her.” He points at another spot, “Champion candidate Igred, I made a bracelet for him,” another spot, “Champion candidate Norret, I made a brooch for her, she gave me a design to follow, made by her 5-year-old daughter,” another spot, “vice guild master of Black Hand Jeal asked me for a dagger and I still remember how drunk he got while celebrating and constantly thanking me.” He points out more and more spots.

The emblems on his forearms activate and even in such intense mana radiation, he starts melting the pieces of metal floating around him, creating yet another alloy.

Then the armor on his chest also disconnects and starts melting under his emblem, the mana radiation immediately attacking the man.

At that moment, his face becomes clear. “I had hoped that my father would be alive as you said there might be some Champions left. I hoped for something. But this?” He gestures around. “I have nothing left. I’m tired after 20 years of losing my friends. I never wanted to hold my wife’s or my daughter’s dead body. I never wanted to see my father like that, it doesn’t matter if he was a traitor or if he tried to stop the ignition.”

Half of the alloy he creates moves towards the crystal where it surrounds the crack, causing the ax to fall out and crumble alongside the body of his father.

Nevan’s body shows damage everywhere I look, even with as durable as he is. “I wish you had never brought me out of here and allowed me to wake up, Nathaniel.”

His metal surrounds the crack fully and the mana radiation weakens and continues to weaken even more. Though too late for Nevan.

“But don’t pity me; I’ve been dying ever since I awoke. You just find out what happened, learn from our mistakes, and never repeat them.” A big chunk of the alloy he made moves towards me and lands at my feet. “And take this, it’s an alloy I’ve created after my entire life of research.”

“You know you could just leave. You could join other survivors,” I say to the dying man.

“I could, but I have decided otherwise.”

I can do nothing in the face of his determination. “I will respect your decision then, Nevan. Can I do anything for you before you die?”

“Please burn my body with the Primordial energy you possess. You don’t need to do anything else.”

“I will.”

He smiles gratefully, and after a minute, he dies. Just a short moment without his equipment was enough. That and a hundred of years of lying down here in this radiation.

Maybe he could be saved; there are two healers on this floor, and even though they are of much lower level, they could help.

Yet, it was all his decision. To throw away his concentration type skill and allow his feelings to overtake him. The man was unwilling to live on alone.

I wish I could say I understand, but I do not.

In his place, I would hold on to my life and kill every single person who dared to hurt my dear ones before I would die. And I would not stop until their bodies lay at my feet.

My eyes activate and even though there is still so much mana in the air, the pressure remains manageable. I watch as the mana that until now continued to leak through the crack only seeps out slightly, the ring of multicolored mass blocking the crack caused by the axe.

Then there is the chunk of molten metal alloy he left to me along with the heavily damaged great ax that cracked the core. They’re both pretty high grade, yet it all feels a bit sour.
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Chapter 318 - Plan B


                Arcanite Alloy (Arcane) Arcanite Alloy is a meticulously engineered blend of a dozen metals, each chosen for its unique resonance with arcane energies. This alloy was designed to amplify magical powers. Despite the complexity of its creation, items forged from Arcanite Alloy will be durable and capable of channeling immense magical forces.

Flamebearer (Arcane, Damaged)Flamebearer held dominion over fire, with a mere swing capable of igniting the horizon. This ax’s blaze once burned with immense fury. Despite the damage and its weakened flames, moments of intense heat surge through its blade, offering a glimpse into its fiery past.

Both the alloy and the ax are great items. The alloy is a chunk of metal that I might be able to smelt in the future. But for that, I will need more experience, much more. Either that or I need to find someone to do it for me. If I tried now, it could just end up wasting it and leaving me with a mere rare grade weapon, and I may wind up ruining the careful mix of metals in the process.

Then there is the ax. It’s half my height with a single blade, made from black metal covered in a web of red glowing inscriptions.

Its performance seems to be comparable to an epic weapon at the moment, and the damage is very much visible. Perhaps it can be fixed and restored to its former arcane status.

“It doesn’t seem quite as strong as Peacemaker,” the duplicate states while holding it and swinging it. “Do you think the Peacemaker was a grade higher than arcane?”

“Most likely. How long do you think Nevan’s patch job will last?”

“If we are lucky, then it could last until the end of the floor. But we know the system so it will probably be a week at most just to mess with us. The alloy he used seems to be a bit different from that chunk he left to you.”

I nod, already putting it away. I’ll have to be careful not to let him steal it.

Duplicaniel knows what I’m thinking but doesn’t seem to mind. Instead, he holds the ax, and I allow him to keep it.

Then while he’s examining the remains of the youngest Champion this planet had to offer, Nevan’s father, I look towards the burned patch of the floor where the man’s body used to be.

“Master?” Vega says, awakening me from brooding as she slowly regains consciousness.

“Just take it slowly,” I tell her.

Just in case, I gave her the remaining pendants, but so far the mana levels seem much more bearable. It will probably take months until they return to normal, but that is to be expected after 100 years of irradiation.

“Where is mister Nevan?”

For a moment, I think of lying but then decide against it. Rather than my protection, Vega needs to learn about the kind of world we live in.

“He died,” I tell her.

“Did master kill him?”

“I did not.”

“Was mister hurt, is that why?”

“You could say that. But it wasn’t just a physical wound. He had a skill like ours. But in the end, he decided to stop using it and didn’t think he had anything left to live for.”

“You didn’t stop him, master?” she asks curiously.

“I didn’t; it was his decision.”

“Even if it was dumb?” her head tilts in confusion.

“I’m sure he didn’t do it without thinking. He must have been considering it ever since he woke up.”

“But that doesn’t make it a good decision,” she declares. “Master should have stopped him.”

“It was his decision, minion, and I didn’t know him, and…”

She interrupts me, “But master, you don’t get to know people if they die. And not everyone is as smart as us, master. People are weak.” Vega nods confidently.

“Doing that would step on his pride, minion,” I defend myself. “He was old enough to decide, and he did have his reasons.”

“Weak people should just listen to me or master,” she declares.

At that, I pinch her horn. Such a cheeky little thing.

So I ask her, “His family died, and he saw their corpses. So, minion, what would you do if you found me dead?”

“I think I would be sad,” she answers.

At this point my duplicate joins us, “And what would you do after that, Vega?”

The little half-demon looks between me and him. “I would find who did that and kill them.” Her red eyes seem threatening now. “I would tear them limb from limb and hold their beating heart in my hand. I would wait until they fully understood how weak they were by comparison. Only after that would I kill them.”

I look at the duplicate, “You can’t put this one on me. I didn’t raise her like that.”

Still in shock, the duplicate nods, “She is half demon, isn’t she?”

“Yes, I am!” Vega says happily jumping on her feet and goes to examine the core.

“Part of me wants her to stop being like that but part of me thinks it will be better for her survival,” I inform my duplicate.

He seems to agree and while looking at Vega, he says, “You were right before. I think we can use [Tether] to bridge this core with the Bastion to power it.”

“I told you, it makes sense and that skill is surprisingly good. Better than I expected when I got it.”

“Sure, sure, Mr. Perfect. The question is, will we be able to get those four assholes to help us?”

I shrug, “We will use force if they don’t.” I glance at Vega who’s tapping on the core with her fingers, “The Valley will become too dangerous for us to stay here, and with the help of those four assholes, we may be able to make the Bastion fly again. Plus, with as much mana as this core contains, the defenses should be much stronger.”

“You don’t have to persuade me. The sleeping noodle above us is troublesome enough and we don’t know how it will react to the patched core. We may have another problem if we can’t bridge the cores.”

I had already thought of that, “We don’t have to keep it up the entire time. We can fill the core of the Bastion as much as it allows us. That should be easy with [Resonance] and a few other skills.”

The duplicate’s senses keep examining the damaged ax in his hand, and I can see the gears spinning, “It’s a shame we can’t move the core. But with the sheer amount of mana it’s holding it’s impossible.”

“Did you think of using the black orb?” I ask him.

“Are you dumb?” he complains. “We’ve already established that it would be a terrible, terrible, terrible idea to use the black orb in all this mana radiation.”

“No, no,” I shake my head, “I meant after we move enough mana to the Bastion’s core. What if we cooperate a bit and remove the patch Nevan left? It would mean more of his fancy alloy, and we could leave the black orb behind. It could be enough to deal with the sleeping noodle.”

“You say that, but you have no idea what’s going to happen. Wanna bet it just pisses him off and gives him a reason to hunt us?” he snorts and stands up. “I’ll look around a bit more. Take a peek at what remains of Nevan’s father. The dude must have been durable as heck when he was alive. I bet most of his traits were geared towards that.”

As he leaves, I can only think about how it only makes me want to create the black orb even more. What terrifying thing would it turn into after absorbing so much mana from the core?

Would it even be capable of doing that? Maybe? Theoretically, it shouldn’t be able to, as the orb won’t use nearly as much mana as the core contains, so the sheer amount should overwhelm it.

But there is also a chance that the black orb is just the start and absorbing more mana would gradually strengthen it instead of crumbling it.

Damn, I really want to try.

I stop in front of the remains of Nevan’s father. He became a champion not long before death, yet he still had the strongest body out of all the natives of this planet.

Nevan said that he had probably been a traitor, judging by the amount of damage he caused, but I have to wonder, is that really it? What if he was a good man, trying to prevent the Veil’s activation at all costs, even at the cost of the lives of his family and friends in the station?

Isn’t it sad for a man like Nevan to die with those thoughts? He was so talented, a blacksmith, gifted for his ability to create alloys. An amazing variety of alloys for any situation that functioned by virtue of carefully crafted combinations of metals, without needing inscriptions. I think Nevan was a genius in his field, capable as he was of creating low and mid grade arcane weapons even with Champion Niall’s help.

Yes, he was human in the end. Valued as he was by the Absolute of this planet. Despite the fact that he had a concentration skill he couldn’t handle his own emotions. But was he really as weak as Vega said, or is it just hard for me to imagine fighting for tens of years and losing friends one after another? Creating weapons for them, only so they can leave, never to return.

However, I don’t think I will end up like that.

No, I’m confident I will never end up like that.

Cutting off my thoughts there, I lean lower to look at the charred body, its head, and heart purposefully destroyed. Denying the man any chance to heal.

At my level of skill, I can’t understand properly what made his body so powerful, and what the traits did.

Looking at the charred place where, with a concerted effort, we burned Nevan’s body, I sigh. Even after death and with the diffused mana, and his body’s weakened state, this will be extremely difficult.

“Sorry, Nevan,” I say, and after spending a big chunk of my mana to send through the blade, I slice away at the thin pieces of charred flesh remaining on his right hand. The hand that held the ax and the one that bears the most damage.

Spending more mana than I would like given our current situation, I’m able to get the finger bone from the pointing finger and store it. I also notice that the pinkie is missing, likely taken by my duplicate.

 







 

POV Isabella Martinez

“Seneca, don’t get too far away from me! Sophie, Tess, and Nathaniel keep telling me to be careful during the last two weeks. Do you know how annoying it is?” I complain to my cute disciple.

Seneca looks up to me. As she should, my disciple is shorter than me, but I’m still jealous of her hair. It’s short and blue and floats in the air, like flames. I want mine to look like that too.

“Master, don’t worry, I will protect you if anything happens!”

That’s dumb! Is she dumber than Soph?

“Even Nathaniel said it would be dangerous! If he said that, it must be true. And no, I will protect you, as always. You are too young and dumb.”

“I’m as old as you, master! And Noodle’s the one who saved our lives twice already!”

I want to be angry at her, but I just can’t. She’s too cute, and her floating hair is so pretty. Do I need a trait to get something like that?

Sensing emotion from Noodle who’s currently twined around my arm, I look at him.

“Why are you getting so cocky, Noodle!”

Another emotion.

“Yes, you did once or twice, but I also protected you and Seneca.”

He swirls, and his green eyes keep looking at me. Noodle is very smart, and he is also getting too cocky.

I’m the master here!

“Noodle, I will tell Biscuit,” I tell him.

Immediately he swirls erratically and snuggles closer to me. His face moves closer, and I can feel his tongue flicking close to my cheek. It tickles, and I laugh.

He always acts like that when I threaten him with Biscuit.

Then I turn to Seneca, “And you! I will keep calling you minion if you don’t listen!” I add. 

To prevent Seneca from saying something dumb, I issue an order to my party, “Let’s hurry, the Veil Guardian isn’t that far behind, and we have to get to the Bastion! The Housekeeper will let us in, even if the silly Butler complains! And Noodle, eat all our mana so they can’t track us, okay?”

Through my [Empathy], I feel his agreement, and then we hurry towards the Bastion.
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Chapter 319 - It’s free


                Sset (Hell, group 4) -most of us are already holed up in the Bastion.

Tess tries to say more but most of it gets filtered. The system doesn’t let the message pass. Nothing about it being safe for the last two weeks, in fact, we can’t even say anything about the extra two weeks.

We can’t even tell WhiteWing about the extended duration of the floor should they decide to stay. But they should be able to figure it out. They can estimate when we left the 4th floor and then realize that we’ve already exceeded the original 3 weeks.

Probably.

They just need to be a bit smart about it.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - I’m there.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - I’m close.

Soph (Hell, group 4) -Izzy, be careful, please.

Izzy (Hell, group 4) - don’t be dumb, Soph.

Knight (Hell, group 4) -yeah, don’t be dumb, Soph!

Maya piles on, and I watch for a moment as they bicker.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - food!

Noname (Hell, group 4) -good job, Biscuit.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - The Guild and IDK groups have also entered the 5th floor. It seems like they haven’t lost anyone.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -so The Guild has 6 members and IDK has 4?

BenDover (Hell, IDK) -you bet! The 4th floor was quite easy. Did you guys kill Lorven to get his epic dagger as well?

Bard (Hell, IDK) - are you sure you want to reveal your equipment?

BenDover (Hell, IDK) -it’s fine. By the way, Noname, I was able to evolve my skill. You wouldn’t believe how easy it was to kill the lynthari matriarch with it.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - you will have to show me during the tournament.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - I will. Trust me, I will show you, heh. It doesn’t matter how much mana you have.

Lovable as always.

Knight (Hell, group 4) - BenDover, I think you are full of it. I bet you waited until Lorven betrayed her to kill the matriarch. Or maybe you were working with him and killed him when you had no more use for him?

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Think about it on your own.

I turn off the Community and focus on the results of my efforts and the contributions of my duplicate.

We spent a day mapping the pathways the core uses to distribute mana through the Veil Ignition Station. Most of them have been damaged and mana barely passes through. Some failsafe mechanisms are probably sending the bare minimum of mana to keep the systems running while keeping most of it in storage. But Clonthaniel and I found one pathway in a fairly good state and worked together to create our strongest [Tether] yet. I even gained a level in the skill.

Also resting, the duplicate turns to me, “It’s amazing how well we can use [Resonance] to combine our powers, must be because we share the same base.”

“What, do you want us to combine our minds too?”

He playfully shoots a wave of kinetic energy strong enough to blow the head off someone at level 150. I redirect it just as playfully, sending my own cone of kinetic energy at him.

“You know very well I would never do that and neither would you. Combining the two of us would be like both of us dying, only to be replaced with a third. Or one of us devouring the other,” he says as he absorbs my attack. “Just dying would be better.”

I check on Vega before asking, “Are you really considering that?”

For a moment, he looks at me, and nods, “Yup. I mean it was the most expected result even before I decided to use the mirror, so it’s fine, somewhat. I mean I hate it and I really want to punch you, but I know my goal when using the mirror was to strengthen you as much as possible and to learn new things.”

As always, there is a mana stone in his hands that he keeps trying to inscribe and create a perfect imprint, but the task is too much.

“I even got contacted by that douchebag from Beyond’s first and second trials. We also met his intent on the 4th floor. He told me to kill Vega so he could transfer her status, that’s what he called it, to me. Would you believe that?”

After learning this new information, I give myself a moment to take it all in. But I don’t have to think much longer. The duplicate surely issued a polite refusal, knowing him.

“Damn, I expected a bit of anger or for you to threaten me in an attempt to protect Vega,” he complains after seeing my lack of reaction.

“You wouldn’t hurt her.”

“Just a few days ago, you weren’t sure, weirdo.” He shoots another blast of kinetic energy at me, “Anyway, I think that intent was placed here by one of the Rulers. If we are right, Rulers are even more powerful than Absolutes, and there are 14 of them. One for each Radiance and Blight.”

“That sounds logical, there should only be a single Ruler for each Blight and Radiance. Having more wouldn’t feel right. So the intent isn’t the Ruler of Greed as he already told us that it’s the Ruler of Greed running the tutorial, either that or they’ve taken a huge degree of interest in it.”

He nods. “From what I can tell, it seems like Rulers have some amount of control over the system or at least the tutorial. The intent from Beyond can’t influence the tutorial too much, either because it just can’t or because it’s intent only. But it can surely see and hear what’s happening in here. Oh, by the way, fuck you bitch, I know you are listening,” my duplicate says and gestures to the air.

A friendly gesture meant for the nosy intent.

The duplicate continues, “I also asked why it cares so much about our round of the tutorial. Earth should have been through multiple rounds as should the other planets. Hundreds or thousands of tutorials all going on at once, yet it’s watching this one.”

“Maybe that Ruler is powerful enough to leave dozens of intents to watch a lot of tutorials. Plus, there is an escaped Absolute here.”

The mana stone in his hands glows as more of his mana rushes in, creating inscriptions, “That’s true, that’s what I thought and I asked about that. Apparently, Absolutes going wild is rare but it’s not that rare. What caught that fucker’s interest the most is our number one Beyond explorer.”

Oho?

I straighten up, giving full attention to our conversation. This is getting more interesting.

“It looks like the man in question started off in the Beyond like we did in Hell. The first person to do so in millennia. And it seems like that asshole finds that rather interesting. I wouldn’t be surprised if more intents of Rulers appear all over the place. Watching that Beyond dude and messing with poor us in their spare time while he sleeps or whatever. All so they are not bored.”

So very interesting.

It piques my interest even more. Of course, I’ve always been curious about our 1st Beyond explorer. Someone who had entered even before second place, Savant, and third place, me. And of course, I did have a theory that maybe, just maybe, that person started in Beyond.

But having it confirmed?

“So he started in 3 Beyond trials? Or he skipped trials and went to Beyond whatever it is? Or he started in a trial and then went to Hell floor and continued the trial 4 months later?”

“Hell if I know.” My duplicate seems to be curious as well, I can see it on him. “I would say he either started in Beyond or had different trials from us.”

“I’m inclined to agree, but damn.”

“Yeah, damn.”

“Another guy to beat up. It’s nice that the list keeps getting longer.” I’m not even that worried, just curious. Just what kind of man is that person, to catch the interest of the intent of someone so powerful?

I really want to see and I really want to meet him. Just how much would I be able to learn from fighting someone like that?

 







 

Having sold anything not nailed down and taking anything of interest like metals, weapons, and armor I want to inscribe and sell, that’s a lot of things to carry around.

I mean, really a lot.

Instead of pulling them, I just transport them through my anchors, though each teleport does cost quite a lot, to the point where I have to ask my duplicate to help so I don’t have to use Mana Reservoir. In exchange, as his reward, he gets to carry Vega.

I’m not jealous at all. I’m happy. I sold 16 thousand shards worth of items. The sheer amount is staggering given that the system shop only pays 10-20% of the item’s value if I haven’t actively worked on it.

So, the value of the mana stones, enchanting tables, metals, robes, and crafting materials were 5-10 times more than what I sold them for. And I still have a lot of the best things on me.

Something tells me that maybe I wasn’t supposed to reach, and loot, the Veil Ignition Station.

What I regret is being unable to find out more about the place given the decimation of the main and auxiliary control rooms. There were no records to be found, as usual.

Is it doing this on purpose? Is the system an extrovert? Is it trying to force me to talk to people to learn what happened and finish the side quests?

 



 

Killing a few monsters and avoiding two Veil Guardians with the combined efforts of my duplicate and myself, we reach the Bastion.

It takes longer than it should, but when the view opens, I notice that some of the walls have been damaged and even the barrier surrounding the palace feels weaker. It’s getting darker, and I can see that even lights that once served to light the streets are now activated sparingly. All in an effort to save as much energy as possible.

Killing more monsters on our way, we reach the place only to be welcomed by the Butler. The man has shaved the remaining half of his mustache, and his clothes are different now. They are not as elegant and serve a more functional purpose, and I can sense multiple items on him.

“Mister Gwyn, another Mister Gwyn, and Miss Vega, can I ask you to leave?” he says in the same tone. It seems that his ways can’t be changed, even by their current situation.

“Ehm, no?” I start off.

He sighs, “Did you not cause enough trouble? You got what you wanted, so please show just a grain of restraint and leave.”

“Butler!” Vega shouts cheerily, and the man turns to her, “You look better without the mustache!”

The man looks at her, at me, and then back at her, “Thank you, Miss Vega.”

The little half-demon only nods and puts her head back on the chest of my duplicate, her social batteries most likely already empty.

“See, you should thank me for getting rid of your mustache. I did it to help you,” My duplicate can’t help but poke.

“That’s why I let Tess deal with people, you are a disgrace,” I tell him.

He doesn’t even seem to disagree but continues to talk to the Butler, “We know about a way to power the Bastion. Lots of mana.”

“We are not interested, Mister Gwyn. I thank you for your offer, but we already…” he freezes mid-word and looks back towards the Bastion. An expression of sheer surprise appears on his face, the elegant mask cracking to be replaced by anger, “What have you done?” he asks.

“I left an anchor on the heart of your good ol’ Lord when I was keeping it alive. To be honest, Butler, I’m disappointed none of you noticed even though I tried really hard to hide it. Anyway, I just sent a wad of energy through and exploded it.”

The duplicate seems proud even with our usual expression and the Butler seems like he is about to jump down and choke him to death.

Unbothered, Duplicaniel continues, “So, about our offer to power your Bastion with a lot of mana. Sounds good, right? It’s free, I promise.”

            


Chapter 320 - Magnificent mind


                Unsurprisingly, they let us in.

Unsurprisingly, they seem to be pissed off.

Unsurprisingly, my duplicate doesn’t care.

I watch with amusement as he bathes in the glares of the Butler, and Housekeeper who has joined our party.

Both of us are escorted through the Bastion, on the shortest route to the room where we met them for the first time. Getting there, we find that it still lies in ruins, a testament to the short clash between the Housekeeper and I.

The tall and thin Armorer is already awaiting our arrival, alongside the Gardener.

“We have only half a day until the barrier runs out of mana, along with the rest of the systems,” the Armorer says in his quiet, whispering voice.

With Vega in his arms, my duplicate just shrugs, and even I find myself wanting to punch him in the face for some reason. My minion seems to be enjoying the show as well. She is half-demon, isn’t she? Such a show of arrogance and power would be something she would appreciate.

Indeed, I’m the most normal one here.

While they talk, I plop down and sate my curiosity by watching them. All four of the natives seem to be holding back their emotions, but there is still a hint of panic in their expressions.

“There is no way it’s that easy to transfer so much mana, it would tear you apart,” the Armorer complains after he hears Plan B.

“It’s fine, we have some decent skills, and we’ll be working together with that lazy asshole over there,” my duplicate responds.

So rude.

“Even then, it will take hours and hours of preparation to make it all work. You have no idea how many settings need to be changed. I will also need a sample of mana from the core you mentioned.”

“Sure,” the duplicate reaches into the anchor we have placed on one of the least damaged circuits.

Unable to contain it fully for a short moment, a wave-like mass of mana explodes from him, even pushing the Armorer a few steps back.

I reach out and resonate with him, and together we close the anchor.

Cursing under his breath, the Armorer gestures to the Butler, and both of them disappear through a rift to make their preparations.

Left behind with the two remaining members of their small group, I find the Housekeeper standing in front of me. She is smiling, but her eyes are dangerous. Even now, she is still wearing the same light dress with the same skirt ending just over her knees, her shoulders bared.

“I like the rapier you have; will you give it to me?” she asks shamelessly.

“It’s a gift from someone very precious to me. I don’t know if I can just…” I start before she cuts me off. She just reaches out and takes it off my belt.

For some reason, I can’t help but find this amusing, especially as she starts checking the weapon for any sort of damage before cleaning it.

The Butler appears again, and my duplicate follows him, alongside Vega, to whom I gesture my assent, as the Gardener brings up the rear.

Once they’ve left me alone with the Housekeeper we spend the next two hours in silence. I can feel her gaze on me, but I just continue my training. 

When I feel a sharp pulse of mana wash over the Bastion we stand up and head back towards the city walls. Neither of us is talking, even as we come to a lookout at the top of one of the higher walls. There, in the distance, stands two Veil Guardians, looking towards the Bastion.

“They must have followed you,” the Housekeeper blames me.

“Probably,” I agree.

“I can call the Butler for support, and we can…”

“They’re already connected to the Veil.”

“That’s not very good.”

“I agree.” I leave a tiny orb and anchor near her, “If they move any closer, just destroy the orb, and I will be back.”

After that, I teleport a few times after locating my duplicate and the Armorer. I find them gathered in the core chamber alongside Vega and the Butler.

When I enter and reach the core, the Lord’s body is already gone, now useless. Instead, my duplicate is discussing with the Armorer.

“It won’t work, the core of this Skyhold Bastion is heavily standardized, and we’ve only ever made slight adjustments to meet our needs over time. The amount of mana it can contain is measured in…” the Armorer says in his calm, whispering voice.

“It will be fine, I’m good with inscriptions.”

“Your inscriptions are far from adequate. I can already point out five twists and three wasteful lines on the ones you’ve already inscribed.”

“Hey, if it works, it works.”

While they discuss, Vega moves closer to me, keeping her distance from the others. “Master, they like us even less than before,” she says somewhat happily.

“How does it make you feel?” I ask her with some curiosity.

“They hate master and uncle, but they’re still willing to cooperate despite being scared. Because master is stronger than them.”

“Is being stronger that important?”

“Yes. It’s the best!”

My disciple indeed. “Good job, minion!”

“What did I do?” she asks confused, but I’m already standing next to the Armorer and the duplicate.

“We have two Veil Guardians outside of the Bastion, and they are already connected to the Veil,” I tell them.

The Armorer turns to me, “Standard procedure. They were once powerful humans twisted into their current forms by the Veil. The Veil Guardians’ main objective is to locate places like Skyhold Bastion or find strong survivors and then pass that information along.”

“So, not good?”

“Yes, Mister Gwyn, not good.”

“Hey, original weirdo, help me over here with inscriptions. That scrawny man is too scared to do anything.”

Immediately the Armorer complains, “I have to say it again, but the way you are using inscriptions is extremely primitive, it’s taxing on the materials and the user.”

“Hey, if it works, it works,” I say to him and join Vega’s uncle.

It takes a few seconds, but it’s enough for me to grasp his intent, and ignoring the rest of the room, I join in. My mana resonates with his, and we etch and paint inscriptions on the core itself and the floor around it. Together we create an anchor and use [Tether] to gradually connect it with the one we left in the Ignition Station.

At this point, I activate Mana Wavelength Iris and take over, my new passive allowing me to handle more strain than my duplicate.

This time he uses [Resonance] to connect to me, and we combine our [Mana Domains], using [Infusion] and [Mana Manipulation] to handle it all.

Lastly, I put our beloved creation, the single use, ugly Focus crown on my head, and create a black orb of highly compressed mana, both of us working to keep it under control.

“Ready?” I ask.

“Go for it.”

[Focus] activates, and I take the black mana into my body, using it to power the skill.

The world around me slows as my brain processes all of the information my eyes are feeding me, and that’s when I activate [Tether] and [Redistribution]. The inscriptions glow radiantly. The ones we’ve painted, and the ones we’ve etched, as a trickle of mana flows from the Ignition Station’s core to be filtered through my skills. And I, slowly, increase the opening’s size, allowing more and more mana to pass through.

Quickly, the amount blossoms into a powerful stream that I struggle to keep under control. My duplicate is helping me by activating inscriptions and quickly adjusting our mistakes, and even the Armorer and the Butler seem to be helping us in the background.

And like that the core of the Bastion lights up, more and more mana filling it, the audible hum sounding in the room.

It’s easy.

It’s so damn easy with all of our preparations, and my duplicate’s assistance, so in excitement, I widen the opening, and like a wave, much more mana flows through.

The process speeds up even more. Yet still, it’s not difficult. 

I’m using so many skills, I’m handling black mana, I’m handling my eyes. I’m even making sure Vega is out of danger. Even then, it’s possible with black mana powering my [Focus].

The world feels slow, I have plenty of time to react every time something breaks or cracks. And my inexperience is supported by my ability to improvise and handle it all while we work.

Should I let even more mana flow through?

“Enough!”

Should I open the pathway wide open and let the entirety of the core fill up? It could be fun.

“Stop!”

I bet I could handle it. The Bastion might break, and its core might be damaged. But I could do it. I can endure that amount of mana flowing through.

“That’s enough,” my duplicate disrupts my skills and forcibly pulls me away from the core, and only then do I come back to my senses. All the sounds my skill allowed me to ignore come rushing in and with them, useless information like the state of my body, pain, and other useless things.

The black mana disappears, and my passive activates, fed by the Vortex Core, and taking a few steps, I plop down on one of the tables. My body hurts, my head hurts, and I realize I can’t see. But my mind is fine. Either thanks to my new passive or the results of our training.

“Close your eyelids; your eyes have been burned out. You don’t want Vega to see you like this,” my duplicate says, and then I can sense him moving towards Vega and pulling her somewhere else.

I do as he told me and use more thermal energy from the Vortex Core. Then I examine the damage.

Damn.

Well, it could be worse.

“How can you be capable of channeling so much mana? You should be dead, reduced to a mass of burned pathways inside a charred body,” the Armorer says.

I can hear the curiosity in his voice, maybe even bordering on fascination.

He continues, “You bear a magnificent mind to handle it all effortlessly. Your body is extremely conductive too, and your eyes… it’s been so long since I’ve seen such a powerful trait. Has it already been strengthened? Once, twice?”

Sensing his presence with [Perception], I release a bit of kinetic energy and push him further away from me.

“So, how is the core?” I ask.

“Full to the brim,” he doesn’t seem to mind but I can still feel his gaze on me. “I already started the sequence to take off, and the Butler went to use communication systems to warn the citizens.”

“Flying already?”

“Yes, in the past few days, the Veil has become much more active in this area, and two Veil Guardians outside are bad news. We have to leave. But I want to show you something first. Can you transport both of us to the Housekeeper?”

Feeling thermal energy healing my wounds and making sure Vega is safe with my duplicate, I push myself off the table and onto my feet.

I almost stagger but I’m able to control my battered body and keep myself standing.

My duplicate seems to be in a similar, if a bit better state, so there is no way I will be acting all hurt where that weirdo can see.

Pushing through, I put my hand on the Armorer and teleport us to the anchor I left on the wall. Appearing on the other side, a sharp pain flashes through my head, and with my eyes still closed, I turn towards the direction where the Housekeeper is standing.

“Fuck, you look like shit. I like that,” she says immediately.

“Housekeeper, please, your language,” the Armorer says in a quiet voice.

“Fuck you too. We are at full attention, and there will be a lot of fighting fairly soon. You know what that means. I’m taking over.”

“All of us know the rules, Housekeeper.”

“Good, do we have enough juice to deal with these two jerks?”

“More than enough.”

I’m still unable to see. It seems that because of my trait, my eyes are taking longer to heal than they would’ve if I didn’t have my Mana Wavelength Iris. But I can use my other senses, and at that moment, I feel an immense wave of mana rush into the barrier and the walls.

It spins, it twists, it hums, and I feel multiple segments of the barrier grouping up and creating a delicate shape that collects and directs all of that mana. That mana spins there, bounces, and clashes multiple threads against each other. All of that concentrates it even further, and the spinning circle gains even more speed.

At this point, the noise of it reminds me of a sling spinning at terrifying speed.

Suddenly, the Butler appears from a rift to stand at my side.

“Focus on the one to the left,” the Housekeeper barks at the Armorer who has taken control of the barrier. “Butler, I want you to grab the voidsteel blades afterward.”

There is no hesitation in her voice, and it seems to be well placed. The rays being emitted from the segments of the barrier roar through the air as if they were tearing it apart. In a fraction of a second, the rays hit their target.

The Butler disappears, and a second later, he reappears. I can sense two red-hot, and undamaged voidsteel blades on his person.

“The second one has escaped,” the Armorer says.

“We expected as much. Continue our preparations for lift off. We will head to the Sanctuary and then move further south,” the Housekeeper orders.

Well, it looks like I will get to see what happened to Darren and Nina after all.

However, and more importantly, let’s see how this thing flies.
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Chapter 321 - Not bad


                I notice a presence coming closer, and take my eyes off the chunk of molten metal hovering in front of me and look towards the door.

“What?” I ask, annoyed; it just started getting interesting!

The butler returns my gaze and, after looking around the room, he sighs, “Mister Gwyn, I would like to ask you, once again, to please minimize damage to the rooms.”

What is he even talking about? I’ve only melted a few bricks and metal plates with my thermal energy. Isn’t it their fault for having such faulty protections on their facilities?

“The Armorer keeps complaining about the increased heat signature triggering alarms that he has to turn off.”

“Good, it will keep him sharp. I think he’s been getting lazy over the last three days. So, what is it? Are we approaching the Sanctuary already?”

“It is as you say, Mister Gwyn. The Housekeeper has told me to invite you to join us on the walls. You might be inclined to agree to help us push against the Veil forces on the ground. She said she doesn’t want to waste the mana in the core, but I suspect you know her true motivations.”

“Sure, I will be there soon.”

After that, he leaves, and I look at the chunk of metal floating there. It’s one of my experiments with one of the many metals I got from the Veil Ignition Station. I had decided to devote the past few days to experimentation, and I’ve only left when something broke in this Bastion that hadn’t flown in almost a hundred years.

And damn, can it fly.

I still remember everything so vibrantly, when we lifted off. I even took Vega, and we watched the Skyhold Bastion from afar, to get a better view, as it slowly rose into the air. Shaking, and crumbling in places, as people screamed, and waves of mana flooded through the inscriptions prepared by the Enchanter Guild so long ago.

Just the sight of such a huge city rising into the air, hundreds of buildings, towers even, along with the surrounding walls was a truly amazing experience. I thought I knew what to expect, but when that huge mass just floated, I couldn’t help but be amazed.

Yup, I will totally try to replicate this sometime in the future. Maybe I can bully some of the people from Hard difficulty into working for me and helping with the construction. I should be able to handle a few of them.

After the Bastion lifted off, my duplicate connected to the anchor in the Ignition Station to feed a trickle of mana to the Bastion’s core, refilling what we’ve spent. Even that much isn’t strictly necessary as the sheer amount of mana in the core should last through weeks of flying, even while using the barrier and weapons, but we did, just in case.

Storing the metal away, I extend my domain, place an anchor at the edge of it, and teleport. I repeat this until I reach the section of the wall where the others have gathered.

As I arrive, I look over the edge, and observe the vast forest below and the mountains in the distance, noting that we’re floating well above their peaks. Even the clouds seem to be so close, just a bit higher and I might be able to touch them. And I love it.

What I don’t love so much is the way the Veil has become even more visible in the sky. It’s already gotten to the point where I can see it without my mana sense or my trait, and soon enough, even people without good mana sensitivity will be able to see it as well.

The Veil is made up of hundreds, and thousands of lines encompassing the entire planet. Like pathways and inscriptions hanging in the air. And even after spending the last few weeks here, I have no fucking idea how they did it. It annoys me.

“One Veil Guardian nearby and a few hundred veilshriekers,” the Housekeeper states, breaking the silence.

“We will take care of the Veil Guardian,” my duplicate says, appearing nearby.

“Shouldn’t you be working on your plan to keep yourself alive?” I ask.

“It’s almost done. Now I just need granny healer or soylent healer.”

“That’s such a terrible name for the guy.”

“I know, I just couldn’t come up with anything better.”

Even as he says that I can tell that his mood has improved. “Are your preparations going well?”

He nods, taking a few steps and looking over the wall, “It’s not perfect, but it should work. I just need a tiny bit of help from the annoying big guy. He’s looking for something entertaining to do while he stalks the first Beyonder, so I’m going to try something.”

“Sounds good. For now, let’s bully the Veil Guardian.”

Not even waiting for the Housekeeper, he jumps off the wall and I follow, the barrier lets us pass thanks to the identification bracelets on our wrists.

The Housekeeper jumps right behind us, and when we stop our fall and float in the air, she continues to fall, in fact, she does something to increase the speed of her fall.

She crashes into the ground like a meteor, her purple mana exploding into the surroundings, and she emerges from the small crater, undamaged. The monsters that survived her crash immediately attack her.

That’s when the Veil Guardian that’s been keeping an eye on the Bastion and communicating with the Veil decides to attack. My duplicate appears in his way, armor surrounding his body. Their voidsteel blades collide, producing a clear ring. They connect dozens of times before the Guardian’s jump ends and he lands on the ground.

The two of us approach him, wearing the same armor and wielding the same weapons.

The Veil Guardian increases the gravity in the area, as he growls and charges at me, only to be shot in the back of the head with a thin, concentrated cone of kinetic energy. The monster turns midstep, and that’s when I do the same, releasing a thin stream of kinetic energy from my Vortex core, throwing the monster into the air.

At that point, the Guardian increases its own weight and quickly lands, before lowering its posture and swinging the blades on the end of its arms.

The forest falls apart around us, trees falling to the ground cleanly cut, as we jump over and dodge a series of attacks we track with our senses.

My duplicate’s heart beats, and he uses kinetic energy to power his armor, effortlessly pushing through the enhanced gravity and closing the distance.

Another exchange later, the Guardian staggers back bearing a gash across its chest, and my concentrated stream of golden flames crashes into the blade it’s using to protect itself. More mana flows into the voidsteel blade, and the monster swings its arm, cutting through the attack, only to be hit by a compressed javelin filled with kinetic energy.

The monster staggers again, and more javelins slam into it one after the other. Some are filled with thermal energy, others with kinetic, and some are merely highly compressed mana.

For the next ten minutes, we test our skills against the monster, looking for weaknesses and learning what kinds of attacks it has trouble with. The guardian tries to fight back, but every time it pushes one of us, the other takes advantage, so in the end, it’s not even a challenge.

“It could be an enjoyable 1v1, but after learning its skills and how it fights, it’s not that fun anymore. It isn’t really that smart either,” My duplicate says, finally taking the opportunity to bring out Flame Bearer, the heavily damaged arcane grade ax.

Together we use [Redistribution], and the monster becomes unable to move at all with our combined effort. Well, more of my effort as I activate my trait to pierce through its protective field.

The black ax lights up with glowing red inscriptions, thermal energy dancing across the blade. The weapon seems to strengthen the flames, and even this far away, I can feel the heat radiating from the ax. Trees burst into flame in a circle around us, scorching the air.

“As expected, even damaged, this weapon still qualifies as an upper epic,” as my duplicate swings the ax, and in front of him, a huge patch of trees gets washed away by the flames, crumbling to ash in moments.

“The ax is doing most of the heavy lifting, and I only need to feed it thermal energy. It seems to work with mana as well, after converting it into fire, but it’s more efficient with thermal energy, and the effect is stronger,” he says taking a step towards the Veil Guardian.

At that moment, all the heat disappears from the area, pulled into the blade of the ax as its color shifts. There is no heat for me to sense, and even the blade itself feels ice cold. Then my duplicate swings, burying the ax in the monster’s flesh.

The Veil Guardian’s body erupts in a short burst of flames, reducing it to a charred husk in a single attack.

[You have defeated Veil Guardian - lvl 291]

[Lvl 227 > Lvl 228]

“That took most of the thermal energy in my Vortex Core, but the resulting damage seems to have been highly concentrated,” my duplicate states while examining the weapon. After that, he disappears to help the Housekeeper finish off the veilshriekers.

I, on the other hand, return to the Bastion seeking Vega. I have noticed a few lower-level veilshriekers; it’s time for her to level up.

 







 

Vega dodges to the side with a graceful leap and leaps into the air, higher than normal, boosted by her kinetic energy. At this point, the hiding veilshrieker she failed to detect crashes into her, trying to tear her apart.

I watch as the monster’s attacks fail to pierce Vega’s [Kinetic Barrier] and she siphons off bits of the attack’s kinetic force to fuel her passive.

Crashing to the ground with the monster, she coats her weapon with mana, extending the blade, and stabs it into the monster’s side. She then pulls her legs to her chest and kicks the monster off her. Acting quickly, she throws the dagger, giving it a boost with kinetic energy, lodging it deep inside the monster’s head.

This time, she senses the presence behind her and ducks under the swing, a dagger made of mana forms in her hand, and she uses it to stab the monster repeatedly, as she absorbs its attacks with her barrier.

Not bad, if I do say so myself.

Vega fights while I keep the stronger monsters out of her path. We don’t have much time, and in the past few days, it’s been hard to find weaker monsters, so we need to make the best of this opportunity. There is no need for much feedback either. Unlike me, who likes to switch between ranged and close-range attacks, Vega prefers fighting at close range.

She relies on her barrier and her kinetic energy to give her short bursts of power. Using her heart and passive to generate and store kinetic energy, it doesn’t seem like all that bad an idea.

Seeing that she is at the last monster, she forms a small orb of mana, and I feel her transfer kinetic energy into it. She ducks, jumps backward, and slings the orb in between the last two veilshriekers, where it explodes, tearing a sizable chunk out of both monsters.

With one last push from her remaining kinetic energy, she boosts herself at the monsters with the dagger in hand.

“Your handling of kinetic energy is good, but your mana control is lacking, minion,” I say as she hobbles over to me, her senses scanning the area.

“I know, but master’s the one who’s weird; mana isn’t that easy to control.”

“That’s just because you use your kinetic energy too much, minion. When we return to the Bastion, I want you to stop training kinetic energy for a week and focus on mana. You can’t even create a proper barrier, and your mana weapons are a disgrace.”

“I don’t need a mana barrier, master! I can use [Kinetic Barrier]!”

“What about mana-based attacks? What if someone uses fire or lightning?”

“I…”

“Yes? You?”

“I will train with mana more.”

“Good, I will show you some basic inscriptions and give you some mana stones with relevant information. When you return to your world, you can try inscribing weapons and make a lot of money.”

That seems to catch her interest now, “A lot of money?”

“A shitload of money Minion.”

“Shitload of money!” she shouts happily.

“Language. You are ruining the girl,” the Housekeeper joins in, followed by my duplicate. Neither of them appears to have been wounded.

Immediately, Vega’s expression changes, and her face becomes even less readable, like she does any time anyone else is around. My cute minion still has issues with trusting others.

“I got a message from The Butler; someone called Nina has contacted us on the open channel. It seems like they are under attack.” the Housekeeper says.

The moment she says that a side quest pops up.

 

Side quest: Help the survivors in the Sanctuary.

Reward: 1000 shards.

 

Some time ago, I would have been happy, but now, when I have almost 30 thousand shards, it doesn’t seem that much.

“I need the granny and that healer guy,” my duplicate says, turning to face me.

Knowing my duplicate, he will repay me if I help, and that’s not so bad. I have a few ideas that won’t work without him, and he might refuse otherwise or ask for something in return.

“Minion,” I say reaching out to her, and she lifts her arms so I can carry her against my chest.

Once there, she nestles in like a little animal, and the familiar sensation of her pointy horns poking my chin makes itself known.

“The three of us will take the lead, you guys can follow us,” I tell the Housekeeper, as we lift off.

            


Chapter 322 - What an insane bastard


                POV Nina

One after another, our lines break down. Hundreds of veilshriekers are pushing through, even at the cost of their lives. Every time one dies, two more climb over its body, and shriek with a hatred that makes the guards shudder.

It reaches the point where we finally have to stop in the clearing in front of the iron door to the Sanctuary.

(Housekeeper, how long are you going to be? We’re in trouble here! The moment the first veilshrieker sees the door to the Sanctuary, he’s going to send a signal to the Veil and summon the Guardians.)

It doesn’t take long to get an answer, but even then, it feels like forever. After long hours of fighting, my mana and stamina are starting to flag.

(They should be there any moment. Got to go, we have company as well, just hold on!)

The connection cuts off, and I fight the desire to smash the device in my hand.

And then, just when I’m about to swap out with a tired squad mate, two figures appear in the air. There is no mana radiating from their forms, no wings, no other energy I could sense. They just float there as if they were standing on solid ground and letting everything else move around them. There is no jerking, no movement from side to side.

Just two figures floating in the air, unaffected by any outside force.

One of them disappears, and a split second later, brilliant golden flames erupt into the air from somewhere within the horde, while the other figure slowly lands next to me. The man who calls himself Nathaniel.

He is holding a little girl in his arm, his disciple, and I can’t help but be relieved to see the calm expression that never seems to leave his face.

Without any buildup or movement of mana, a stream of golden flames erupts from him as well, flooding the pathways between rocks and melting stones along with the monsters within the passage.

The heat doesn’t touch me or any of the men standing near him, all of it devoted to destroying monsters that die so easily that it makes our prior struggle seem pointless.

“No monster can see the entrance to the Sanctuary, otherwise they’ll summon the Veil Guardians,” I warn him as I allow myself to relax.

“Huh? Really?” his flames disappear, and his eyes examine me, a spark of interest dancing within.

Then he says something to his disciple and sets her down. Right after, he disappears, and when he appears again, he holds a veilshrieker by its neck, the monster struggling and trying to attack. Nathaniel then lifts the monster up and forces it to look at the door leading to the Sanctuary.

Immediately the monster freezes and lets out a screech that I had yet to hear from them. A pulse of mana washes over us, and Nathaniel does nothing to stop it. The next moment, the monster’s head disappears in a burst of golden flames, and its dead body falls to the ground.

“What have you done?!” I can only ask with horror.

Another man appears out of thin air, an exact copy of the man that has doomed us all.

“I noticed the signal; you let it pass on purpose?” the newcomer asks.

“Yes, it seems like the veilshriekers are programmed to send the signal to the Veil the moment they locate the bunker. It should summon the Veil Guardian.”

“Only one? Two would be better.”

What the fuck are they talking about?!

“If it’s two, I will move the minion back to the Bastion, and we can split them. If it’s one, you will stay and keep her safe.”

“Sure,” the second Nathaniel says and turns to me. “Hey Nina, where is the healer guy? I have stuff I want to talk with him about.”

“You… you!”

The growl deeper than any I have heard before fills the area, and a monster lands in the middle of the clearing. Just the pressure of the monster’s mana nearly forces me to my knees, and the look in its eyes is something I’m sure I will take to my grave.

Before I can even scream, a barrier stronger than any I’ve ever felt surrounds us, and one of the Nathaniels appears in front of the monster.

He leaves a crater in the ground as he strikes the monster, sending it flying through the air, causing it to disappear in the blink of an eye, as its powerful body crashes through solid stone. 

Then armor forms around his body, simple and functional, though there is a regal kind of beauty to it.

He walks towards the monsters with a complete lack of urgency, cloaked in mana, like a king in his mantle.

 







 

I’m really thankful to Nina for telling me. I almost killed all of the veilshriekers before I even learned they could summon a Veil Guardian.

The creature’s attack crashes into me, and I can feel the air escaping from my lungs as I bulldoze through tons upon tons of rock.

Damn, I barely saw that one.

I strengthen my armor even more, just in time to absorb another attack which still sends me flying through the air.

Lately, I’ve had a hard time trying to level [Regalia], so I’m not infusing it with kinetic energy to absorb the damage, nor am I using a voidsteel blade. The only things I intend to use in this fight are weapons and armor I can make with my own mana.

Just [Focus], [Regalia], [Mana Manipulation], and [Mana Domain] condensed until it hugs my body and armor. Oh, and I did use [Redistribution] and [Infusion] to pack as much mana into my armor and weapons as possible.

Okay, maybe it isn’t the only skill I’m using, but it’s the main one, and I’m only really using the others to supplement its effects.

My armor is a darker shade of blue this time and streaks of purple and light blue flow across the surface, and my weapon is no different. I don’t push further, instead, I focus on improving the mana density and weight.

[Regalia - lvl 21 > Regalia - lvl 22]

I form a shield around my left forearm and block the next attack, though the Veil Guardian’s voidsteel still manages to cut through and bite into my flesh.

I dodge another swing, and repair my shield, reducing the size, and condensing the mana within.

The result is the same, the blade cuts off a piece of the shield, and another swing cuts my sword apart. The Veil Guardian kicks out, sending me flying, and as I sail through the air, I dissolve my shield while flying through the air from the kick of the Veil Guardian and reform the sword in my hand into a long spear that I point in front of me.

The Veil Guardian closes the distance in an instant, one blade arm cutting the spear apart and the other one burrowing into the stone near my head. The armor surrounding my knee extends into a spike, and I jam it into the monster’s flesh, the gravity around me immediately increasing.

I deactivate a few of my skills and resonate my mana, getting rid of the slowing effect, dodging another attack, and shrugging off its attempts at disrupting my mana.

Running to the side, the monster dodges a barrage of compressed mana javelins that I left in the air, waiting to be triggered. Each of my attacks pierces deep into the ground.

Close-range fighting seems to be counterproductive. My [Regalia] just isn’t at a level to handle voidsteel weapons. Instead, I put distance between us and more javelins form around me, each boosted by kinetic energy from my Vortex Core.

Their speed is just enough to catch the monster, and they do manage to pierce through its skin, wounding it in the process.

I disrupt the Guardian’s signal to the Veil.

My duplicate was right. Knowing what to look for and mainly being able to deal with the monster’s jamming ability and its gravity field makes the fight almost easy. I just need to avoid its quick attacks, but even that’s a simple matter with [Tether], even as the monster tries to get rid of it.

In the interest of advancing my plan, I fire off a barrage of mana projectiles, destroying larger and larger chunks of the landscape in the process. It takes a bit longer and I almost get cut apart multiple times, but I do gradually manage to kill the monster.

The reward is two level ups and another level in [Regalia]. Not bad at all.

After salvaging the voidsteel slicers, epic weapons in their own right, from the corpse, I sell them to the system shop. Each one lands me just over 700 shards, leaving me with more than 30 thousand shards in total. It could’ve been 45 thousand if I hadn’t bought my newest epic passive, but hey, with the way it allows my mind to handle the strain of my trait, it’s more than worth it. Now I need something similar for my weak body.

Nope, no stats in constitution. That’s for weaklings. Real mana enjoyers have their bodies broken after the simplest uses of their mana and then complain. Or they wind up coughing up blood because their bodies can’t handle the strain, before saying something along the lines of, “Good job, you made me use 10% of my mana.”

Okay, maybe that doesn’t sound as cool as I thought.

Also, my good mood seems to be showing. It seems like soloing the Veil Guardian was just that satisfying. I’m level 230, and he was just over 290, so that’s good, I think.

When I teleport back after placing a few anchors, I find Nina in conversation with my duplicate, and when she sees me, it almost looks like her eyes are going to fall out.

Good, finally some appreciation.

“Master! Good job! That monster was scary.”

Oh, minion as well, is this my lucky day?

“Thanks, Vega,” in a good mood, I decide to call her by the name I gave her, and the reward is the smile she gives me, her good ol’ master.

“So, how does it look?” I ask my duplicate.

“Granny and her father Irvin are both alive and in the Sanctuary. Everyone seems to be prepared to evacuate, so we just need the Armorer to land somewhere close and get people in while we do some fighting.”

“Having both healers alive seems like it would be better for your plan,” I mention, and he nods. Then I turn to Nina, “Where is Darren?”

I know her answer from her expression, but then she says, “He was killed along with a few of his weaker men. As punishment. The stronger ones are used for dangerous missions.”

It’s hard to read the exact emotion on her face, but she does seem to hate me, at least a little.

“For feeding human meat to people?” I ask. “Why are you alive then?” I do not try to be sensitive about it.

“Ask our new leaders,” her eyes meet mine, and I decide to return her gaze.

I ask her, “Do you hate me?”

“That’s a dumb fucking question.”

“Did your father curse me in the end?”

“The most fucked-up thing is that he didn’t. Even as they executed him, he just let it all happen. My father did it all for the people and took their sins on himself. He understood their, and your decision.”

“He was always too dumb and caring. He should have just let these people die.” Granny says as she exits the Sanctuary, pausing to spit on the ground.

[Vitalist - lvl 103]

That doesn’t seem to make Nina happy. “I would fucking beat your ass if I could,” she says.

“Sure you would,” the old woman giggles and then spots me and my duplicate, her eyes ticking between us.

She even takes a few steps closer and examines us with her mana.

At which point she sighs, “What an insane bastard you are.” That’s all she says.

So very charming.

Meanwhile, more people flood out of the Sanctuary, each one carrying as many things as they can, scared and looking around with big eyes. They pass by us on either side, gathering in individual groups in the clearing after getting the all clear from the scouts and their new leaders. Within the group, there’s at least one man I know.

[Lifebloom Weaver - lvl 216]

He is even 10 levels higher than the last time I met him. Irvin, the guy they kept locked in the tunnels under the Sanctuary to serve as a food supply. Willingly at first, and in the end against his will. But he seems much better now.

His beard and hair have been well groomed, and he is wearing clean clothes, but the biggest change lies in his expression. It’s not quite as crazed as it was before, even though some trauma remains. But now, he seems more reliable, even happy. If that’s the right word to use.

My duplicate seems to be even more happy to see him. He puts on our “friendly” expression and reaches into our very small reservoir of social energy.

Amused, I watch as he greets the man and granny, as he subtly compliments them, though it’s still somewhat awkward, and then just says it, probably too annoyed to wait longer, “So, I need your guys’ help. I want to transfer one of my eyes into my cute disciple over there. I just need a bit of healing and some other stuff. Of course, I will help you in exchange, with anything else you might need. Even that weirdo over there,” he points at me, “is willing to help out.”

Indeed, even though his chances for survival are low, my duplicate is not going to take it lying down. No, he is cooking.

And I’m too fascinated to stop him.

            


Chapter 323 - A week remains


                The plan my duplicate came up with is to give Vega one of his eyes, which will most likely give her a weaker version of our Mana Wavelength Iris. Of course, that’s not the entire plan.

The duplicate has more experience with inscriptions than me and he’s come to the conclusion that placing an inscription in his eye and giving it to Vega might be the best course of action. It might work better than trying to inscribe some random mana stone or other material, and we do have a lot of experience with creating constructs.

Of course, the problem is that he can’t create a personality imprint. Even after weeks of practice, he’s not even close. That’s how difficult it is.

So his plan is to have the asshole from Beyond, the bored intent, help him with that.

Giving his eye to Vega is also part of the plan as she will leave the tutorial fairly soon. Outside of the tutorial, it should be safer for him than inside where he would be constantly worried about getting deleted while crossing the floors.

It’s an interesting plan, and I don’t fully understand how the heck this could be the best idea he could come up with. But he has spent a lot of time thinking and theorizing, so there must be something to it.

He is a smart guy, even if he is slightly mad.

However, one last piece of the puzzle remains, getting that asshole intent to help store his personality imprint in the eye that he wants to give Vega. When I questioned him, my duplicate would only say that he knew where to push. The intent seems to be bored, so we might be able to broker some kind of bet or deal.

I won’t try to stop him, I’ve already determined that it won’t put Vega in danger. Worst case, my duplicate fails, and Vega gets a weaker version of my trait. I’m certain that she can inherit my trait the same way Min-Jae did with the eye we got on the 4th floor.

As I’m thinking all of this through, I float in the air and watch as tens of people from the Sanctuary rush into the Bastion which has settled nearby, crushing a small hill in the process.

In the distance, a burst of mana explodes, marking the Housekeeper’s battle against a big group of veilshriekers. Meanwhile, my duplicate is fighting a group of veilbinders in the air, a flying variation of those monsters. Even though they are human-like they have two sets of creepy wings instead of arms and their legs are fused into a single tail, limb, thing with a spike at the end.

I, on the other hand, have a dozen or so highly compressed projectiles floating beside me, and shoot them when needed. Sometimes I infuse them with kinetic energy, sometimes with thermal, or I just compress them further, making them extremely durable so that I can launch them at mach speed. It’s something I’m quickly getting better at.

Under my barrage, no monsters manage to reach the people boarding the Bastion, and I even level up once.

Lvl 231

Strength: 111

Dexterity: 109

Constitution: 266

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 897 + 897

When everyone is aboard with everything they could take, I watch as a pulse of mana is sent through the Bastion’s barrier and rushes to the bottom. A shockwave erupts from the flying island’s underside, and the massive inscriptions covering the bottom light up.

With a dull humming noise, the Bastion floats into the air, and I watch as it rises.

I don’t think this will ever get old, watching this huge mass just float there. How the hell would something like this ever get old? Just imagine an island the size of a small city floating into the air. Imagine the sheer weight of it all. And then watch it float there as if it were as light as a balloon.

Having dealt with all the monsters I wanted to fight, I fly over to the Housekeeper, and float above her position, before releasing a compressed jet of flame as thick as my finger, piercing the monsters ahead of me, cutting them apart, and leaving behind a series of burnt, even chunks. I sweep it across the area, putting an end to the remaining monsters before landing beside her.

She lowers her defenses, allowing me to touch her shoulder, and teleport us back to the anchor I left on the Bastion, my duplicate appearing at our side at the same time.

The Housekeeper brushes her hair from her face, she has the same smile on her face that she always does anytime she fights. But even now, the Housekeeper doesn’t seem like she’s been pushed to her limit and gotten to fight all out.

When she leaves, I turn to my duplicate, and we resonate our mana around us, creating a barrier that makes it impossible for anyone to eavesdrop on our conversation.

“The Bastion’s Barrier has changed slightly again,” I tell him.

“The Armorer just doesn’t want to give up,” my duplicate says while looking around.

“Well, let’s continue acting like we haven’t noticed. That guy thinks he’s sneaky and he just doesn’t like us, and if he is in on it, the others probably are.”

“The Housekeeper doesn’t seem like it, but the Butler and the Gardener could join him just to fuck us over.”

“That’s likely,” I agree. “Well, in the worst case, we will kill him. I don’t like how creepily he looks at me.”

“He’s been that way ever since you burned your eyes out transferring mana to the core. ‘Magnificent mind,’ is that what he said? Maybe he wants to dissect you.”

“He is free to try. If he does, I’ll get rid of him, and we’ll take over the Bastion. But it’s nice to have him to drive it around and fend off attacks so we can do our thing.”

“It’s not very long until the end of the floor, so let’s hold off,” my duplicate says seeming to agree with me. “I’m going to meet up with the granny and Irvin. They seemed like they would be inclined to help, but I will ask for more details and continue my work on the eye.”

“When do you mean to contact the intent?”

“It said it would talk to me one day before I disappear to offer me the option to kill Vega again, so I’m going to ask then. Anyway, I’m going to keep practicing. I’ll help you inscribe another weapon at night in exchange for some help later.”

“Sure,” I say, and the moment I do, my duplicate disappears, and I detect him joining Vega, who approaches him as well.

For a while, I stand on the wall and watch the constant barrage of attacks assaulting the barrier as the Bastion floats through the air. The attacks in question originate from a horde of flying monsters between level 100 and two hundred.

None of the attacks damage the barrier at all, and their only reward is a rebuke from a series of sharp beams that proceeds to tear through the monsters with ease. Even the Veil Guardian I see watching us from a distance doesn’t bother to attack as it continues to trail us.

The fully powered, floating Bastion is formidable enough to deal with these monsters. Even after a hundred years have passed, leaving some of its functions broken and mechanisms damaged.

That makes me wonder what could have been able to take it down at its prime with its Lord, a man over level 300, defending it.

 







 

A few days have passed, and my handling of black mana is getting better and better, and I’m increasingly satisfied with the purchase of my new epic passive.

I am also going through the upper rare items I took from the Veil Ignition Station and finishing their inscriptions, turning them into epic weapons which I then proceed to sell.

By working with my duplicate, we’ve even managed to make a few mid bordering on upper epic grade items out of them.

Back on the 4th floor, I turned two epic items into an upper epic, but that was with the help of that floor’s Craft Guild. A lot of help. It seems like I’m still a ways off from being able to make epic items all on my own, but I will get there.

Just looking at the damaged arcane ax that belonged to Nevan’s father humbles me a lot. The weapon, no matter how damaged, is something that I can’t help but admire, and it shows how much there is left to learn. And arcane weapons probably aren’t even the peak.

Rather than demoralizing me; it awakens my competitive spirit.

Even on Earth, I used to excel at anything I put my mind to. It didn’t matter if other kids were more talented or had better opportunities. I have always put more thought into it, always been more deliberate, and I’ve always trained more aggressively. I possess a hunger that more talented people often lack.

And if I meet someone with talent at the level of genius and hunger equal to mine?

Well, in that case, I will push even more. I will risk my life. I will sacrifice my limbs. I will hurt, and I will bleed. People may call me crazy. But I will push even further.

Savant? That weirdo who started in Beyond? Who cares?

It will be me coming out on top.



 





 

A week remains, and I have sold everything I can sell. Metal ingots, lower-quality alloys, any mana stones I can’t use, and much more. I sold any items I couldn’t inscribe and inscribed all I could. I went through the Bastion and sneakily sold a lot of items from their storages.

All of this has gained me enough shards to get to 49,725.

My duplicate and I also hunted a few more Veil Guardians, and I sold a few of my voidsteel blades.

As we’ve been returning to the Bastion after our hunts, I’ve noticed the way the Butler and the Housekeeper look at us change. Their behavior has changed as well.

The Housekeeper seems more interested, and I notice her keeping a hand close to her weapon every time I pass by.

The Butler keeps one rift open at all times so he can activate it quickly.

The Gardener spends most of his time in his garden, where he has plenty of defensive mechanisms.

The Armorer seems to be more and more interested day by day. I feel his gaze on my back. I feel his senses within the floating island as he keeps observing me. The little bit of cooperation we did have seems like a house of cards, each side ready to collapse. Them against me, the duplicate, and Vega.

Caught in between us are Granny the Vitalist, her father Irvin, and Nina.

Nina seems to hate me, but she doesn’t dare do anything. I think it is part of knowing she wouldn’t be able to do anything and partially she also realizes that it was largely her father’s fault.

The granny and Irvin spend a lot of time with Vega and the duplicate. They theorize, discuss, and plan.

Vega seems to be excited at the thought of getting a new eye, but that eye could disappear the moment my duplicate disappears as well. It just sounds like something the system would do.

So in the end, it relies a lot on the intent and whether or not my duplicate can amuse it enough to broker a deal. The logic is that even the intent probably can’t save my duplicate without giving him some more permanent “status,” and on this floor, that means me or Vega.

I won’t agree. No matter how much I might consider it to be a bit of my fault or even if I pitied him or regretted it. I won’t do it.

As for Vega, the duplicate won’t do it.

In the end, the plan is simple. The eye being a body part makes the duplicate hope it will be less susceptible to erasure than a mana stone. He also said he found it easier to work with. It is a piece of his body with mana circuits and bearing his passives and mana.

I don’t understand it fully, but he’s spent more time thinking about it, so I can’t argue. Something tells me that he hopes that even if he fails, he might be able to get the intent to ensure that Vega can keep his eye. One last gift to our disciple.

Just in case, we will also keep Vega’s original eye. It would be unfortunate if the duplicate failed and Vega ended up without an eye.

That’s where the two healers will help. They also seem to be planning to weaken the eye further so it will awaken gradually. Mana Wavelength Iris is a powerful trait, and we don’t want our minion to melt her brain by using it too soon.

Overall, things go well. I progress with black mana, and my handling of my eyes improves. I made a lot of shards. And Vega is getting stronger by the day.

But it all feels off, and I don’t think this floor will end well for my duplicate. No matter how much he plans, trains, and hopes. He was put in a shitty situation, and the only way out seems to be killing me or Vega and striking a deal with someone he can’t even trust.

I have gained a lot thanks to our cooperation, and I thought I knew what I would feel if it came to this, but… this is a shitty way to feel.

That’s when I also decide to never do anything like this again.

And I’m sorry.

I won’t say it out loud, and I don’t think I need to. I’m sure he knows.

            


Chapter 324 - Truth about the Veil


                “Master?”

“Yes, Vega?”

“Now we’re even more alike!” my minion says, with a smile. Her left eye has been replaced with my duplicate’s, and he now sits nearby, his eyes, making use of his passive to regenerate it and heal the wound.

Meanwhile, both of Vega’s eyes are still red. Even after the duplicate gave her his gray eye, it briefly retained its color, before being overtaken by Vega’s beautiful red. There is only a hint of a golden circle around the pupil.

I wonder if it’s because of her demon heritage or because it came from my duplicate. Either way, after examining it, it seems to be working. Vega now possesses a weakened version of Mana Wavelength Iris.

Even if it’s not as strong as mine, it should be of use to her in the future, and if their plan works, it should carry the duplicate out of the tutorial.

For now, my duplicate is maintaining a connection to the eye with [Tether], the eye itself is heavily inscribed. Even though the personality imprint is imperfect, it should serve as a base in the case that the sliver of intent decides to complete it.

His best hope is to go to Vega’s world and then, one day when she becomes stronger, find someone who could restore his body from the eye. He’s also carrying a high-quality mana stone with my best attempt at creating a personality imprint. A slightly improved version of the one I left with Myrra on the 4th Floor.

We don’t know if it will work and, if so, how this floor will react to having multiple instances, one for each attendee. But it doesn’t hurt to try.

Creating a big barrier around our group, I turn to Irvin, the man who was used as livestock, “I wanted to ask before, but what exactly happened with the Veil?”

“Why do you think I would know or be willing to tell someone as crazy as you or your duplicate? Do you even realize how big a risk you took with that little girl?”

Vega doesn’t seem to like his question, so I answer before she can, “I had hoped the Armorer would know more, but it seems like he was little more than a small fry, so he doesn’t know much. You, on the other hand, are quite high-level for a healer, and I have learned that healers are very, very sought after.”

Even though he seems to be doing better than he was when I freed him, he still seems to have a bit of a wild streak. He even twitches every time he sees a sharp blade or anything that reminds him of a collar. 

“Does it all even matter? Just curse the people responsible; they do not deserve more.”

Rather than responding, I look at him and wait.

At some point, his daughter, who still looks older than him, starts cursing at me and telling me to leave him alone, at which point he gives her a soft, loving look. The expression of a father watching his young daughter do something cute.

“It’s fine, thanks for worrying, my dear,” he says shortly and caresses her gray hair.

When he turns to me, his expression grows serious, “All of us thought the Enchanter’s Guild had created the Veil on their own. They had done similar things before, some were even capable of defending an entire city, but an entire planet? It was something else.”

Even his posture is the same, his feet up on the chair with his knees pulled to his chest, just like when I found him.

In contrast, his voice is calm, as he remembers, “I used to work in the main headquarters of the Enchanter’s Guild. You might think I was in a position of authority, but even at my level, I was little more than low level personnel. They were just that powerful. It didn’t matter what it was, but they always had to have the best, so obviously, they often collaborated with the leader of the Healers Guild.” He laughs shortly.

“I saw her perform a healing for one of the high ranking members once. She just entered the room, and their entire family immediately grew ten to twenty years younger. That one second paid for her new Skyhold Bastion. Can you imagine that?”

Taking a short pause, he continues, “She died, one of the first. The Veil went after healers, leaders, and anyone with access to our defensive systems. At first, we thought the enemy had infiltrated the Veil and used it against us. Then we thought it was a traitor, a rogue Champion seizing an opportunity. Some blamed our Absolute, but if he wished to, he could have taken over the planet even without the Veil.”

“Are Absolutes that powerful in comparison to others?” I ask.

“They are called Absolutes; how could they not be powerful?

“Okay, so what caused the Veil to go rogue”, my duplicate interrupts, “and how the hell did the Absolute die if he was so powerful?”

Irvin glances at him and then at his own hands, “The Veil was never the creation of the Enchanter’s Guild. I still remember Champion Niall screaming at the remaining leaders of the Enchanter’s Guild before she evaporated them into nothingness. The Enchanter’s Guild either bought or found an egg of a powerful divine beast. It was passed through the guild for decades, and then when it hatched, they took care of it and experimented on it. The beast possessed a domain type skill they had never seen before and an extraordinarily powerful mind.”

From this point, it’s not hard to guess what happened, but I still listen to him and everyone else does as well. His daughter, Vega, my duplicate, and even Nina, who somehow ended up here with us.

In a solemn voice, Irvin recounts what happened, “They experimented on the beast. They made it stronger and used its skills. I don’t know the details, but you can imagine that it wasn’t so simple. In the end, only the brain and heart of the beast remained, kept in the biggest Skyhold Bastion that ever existed. Surrounded by enchantments powerful enough to slow down an Absolute. Surrounded by the most powerful members of the Enchanter’s Guild. They even hired a Champion to work for them alone along with multiple Champion candidates. There they combined enchantments, metals, and mana stones, with the beast’s flesh to create an abomination that shouldn’t have existed. And they used it as the core of the Veil.”

“Did your Absolute not notice this?” the duplicate asks.

“I don’t know. He either did not notice, did not care, or he was working with them before it got out of control. Any of these options can be seen as a failure on his part.”

Irvin continues, “Champion Niall said that the beast had contacted the planet that was pairing with us. Desperate to be freed even in such a state, and the other planet losing the fight, incapable of dealing with our Absolute, cooperated. Both sides struck at once, and on that day, our Absolute fell. Before he died he took down the Skyhold Bastion where they held the beast. He died, but he also mortally wounded their Absolute, damaged the Veil, and destroyed an entire continent up north, which became a wasteland. There, his body lies.”
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After listening to Irvin’s words, I can only feel awe, thinking of the man who stood as this planet’s Absolute. He might have failed to contain the Veil for some reason, but even then, he didn’t take it lying down. Destroying a continent? Damaging the Veil? Mortally wounding the enemy Absolute? All of it after being surprised and betrayed?

What a terrifying being.

I wonder how he compares to Lissandra in her full power. Or to the Saint who had been dead for thousands of years on the 3rd Floor, yet even her body was enough to spread a form of Decay that wiped out most of the life on the planet.

“What was your Absolute’s name?” I ask.

“Tassian. He didn’t belong to any noble family nor was he the disciple of any Champion. He took the rank of Champion by his own power and then went even further,” Irvin says, the admiration evident in his voice.

“Our previous Absolute gave up his title and passed it to Tassian without even trying to defend it. That’s how powerful Tassian was even as a Champion.”

“Can’t there be two Absolutes at once?” I wonder about that. A long time ago, on the second floor, I had heard that there were two Absolutes before Lissandra killed one.

“Each planet can only have only one Absolute; that’s a fact,” Irvin says confidently.

Was I wrong? Did Lissandra kill an invading Absolute, or is Irvin missing something? Perhaps what I heard was referring to an Absolute candidate trying to take her seat.

Deciding to try system censorship, I ask, “How does one become an Absolute, what does it mean, and are there any advantages or changes?”

As expected, then I watch as blank expressions appear on the faces of every native, and Vega looks at them, confused. I gesture for her to ignore it for now.

Then I change the frequency of the resonating field that I keep around me to counter the Armorer’s attempts at spying and something more sinister. It’s getting more and more annoying, and at this point, he must have realized that I know.

But I still hold myself back; I’d rather spend my remaining days on this floor training Vega and practicing rather than flying the Bastion. And even now, this place is safer than the outside world.

 







 

A few days remain, and my duplicate, Vega, and I have convened in a simple room.

Keeping a black orb floating near me, I observe as Vega once again tells the duplicate how powerful her heart will become. After inheriting his eye, bound; to awaken slowly with time, she has been much more friendly towards him. Him sharing my appearance probably helps as well.

I can’t not notice that the duplicate seems happy about it. My little minion is just that lovable. She is smug, she is bratty at times, and she is getting more rebellious as she spends more time with us. But in the end, she’s still my minion.

Minion is cold to other people, she always keeps an eye on the exits of the room and keeps up her senses looking for any attack, and her barrier is always poised for activation. She won’t let anyone, other than my duplicate or I touch her either.

And her curious and cheery personality only shines through every once in a while, only others to catch a glimpse.

I purposely avoid listening to their conversation. I use my skills to filter that out and focus on maintaining the barrier around us.

It’s already been a few days since we last saw the Armorer and the Butler.

The shield around the Bastion is under constant barrage, and Veil Guardians appear multiple times a day and have to be dealt with by either me or my duplicate. The core also starts losing more and more mana. At this rate, it won’t last much longer.

Leaving for a few hours at a time, me and the duplicate made all the preparations needed. I’ve gained all I can from this floor, and I don’t want to be too greedy anyway. Keeping Vega alive is my priority.

I watch as Vega hugs my duplicate with tears in her eyes. She says something while crying and my duplicate smiles at her.

It’s extremely weird to see myself smiling that way, and unlike other people, it’s hard for me to read. Is it a happy smile? A sad smile? Is it fake?

My duplicate says something in return, and Vega squeezes him harder, right after giving him a little peck on the cheek, and his next expression is easy to read. Sheer surprise, though pleasant.

He ruffles her hair and pinches her tiny nose, then he looks at me.

When I nod, he extremely carefully teleports Vega outside of the Bastion, and I resonate with his mana, allowing him to pass through the Bastion´s barrier. He disappears to hide Vega in the safe place we have prepared.

Then I activate my trait, and keeping the black orb near me, I teleport to the room where the Armorer is hiding.

Immediately, dozens of powerful attacks assault me, the pressure from the Bastion, shockwaves, mana attacks, physical attacks, all of it enough to kill a Veil Guardian.

The black orb absorbs all the mana attacks thrown at me, and I block the physical ones with the multi-layered spherical barriers I prepared. Then, before the attacks can continue, I send out a wave of mana, much stronger with my eyes reading the frequencies, disrupting the mana in the room.

The extremely thin Armorer sits near the core, with multiple tubes connecting his body to the core and inscriptions covering his skin.

“I just needed a few more minutes and I would get you,” he hisses at me in his quiet voice.

“I know.”

After that, I use a voidsteel slicer and cut off his head, the blade strengthened by my skill cutting through his attempts at defense.

The notification about the kill rings, and satisfied with that, I teleport outside of the room where the Housekeeper stands leaning against the wall.

We just exchange a glance, there are no words said, but the understanding comes through.

For the last time, I observe Irvin, who is there with his daughter, the two of them finding joy in each other’s company. I observe Nina, who probably hates me more than anyone else in the world, training even as the Bastion faces more and more attacks while trying to escape to the north where it will be safer.

The Butler in his room detects my probing and shields against it. Yet, I still notice that he was standing in front of the mirror observing his growing mustache. Even then, his clothes are in a rough state as the man barely has any time to rest, helping anyone he can. He is a kind man.

And the Gardener, deep in his garden, taking over the Bastion’s defenses now open to me, no threat at all.

Such a weird bunch of people I have met on this floor.

I teleport outside and fly for a while at my top speed. It takes a bit, but in the end, I stop and land on top of the first skyscraper I visited in the ruined city, with a poisoned Vega in tow, looking for a healer. There we found the old granny, who is now with her father.

There my duplicate is waiting for me, his mana surrounding his body in waves and crashing against me.

No words are needed between us. He has his own plan, but I will give him the opportunity to defeat me and rewrite my mind.

I owe him that much.

So let’s fight and give it our best.

He activates orbs he’s placed all over the city, and dozens of buildings immediately start crashing down in deafening explosions, at the same time, he reaches to absorb the kinetic energy of all that falling material.

I reach towards the Veil and touch it. The Veil is more visible than ever, even without mana. Upon detecting my touch, ten presences appear almost immediately. Ten Veil Guardians reacting to my touch and rushing towards us.

The duplicate attacks me, our mana clashes in the air and reverberates.

            


Chapter 325 - What an opponent to face


                I activate my Titan’s Backbone tattoo, and one out of the epic item’s three uses disappears. My eyes activate as well, and it’s with these preparations that I finally absorb the black orb of mana.

Immediately afterward the world slows down, my thoughts accelerating. Even with all the information I’m taking, I can barely feel the added strain.

I activate traps that I placed days ago, and a dozen extremely compressed javelins erupt from every direction, speeding towards my duplicate, each one creating a sonic boom.

The air around the duplicate vibrates as he uses all the collected kinetic energy to tear the weapons apart.

At the same time, two thin streams of extremely compressed thermal energy burst from him, sweeping across the city, cutting skyscrapers apart, and stopping just an arm’s reach away from me.

I absorb their heat and redirect it at the Veil Guardian that’s been sneaking up on me, incinerating half of its body, yet the monster continues to press the attack.

Three Veil Guardians have ganged up on my duplicate, and he throws them away with a strong blast of kinetic energy.

At the same time, golden flames surround me and the duplicate, roaring through the air like a giant snake coiling around the two of us. Anything the golden flame touches gets melted or incinerated as my duplicate and I fight for control, power pouring from our Vortex Cores.

The air shudders from the heat, stone, and metal melting and dripping onto the street below as the flames burn hotter and hotter as we combine them.

Two Veil Guardians try to push through, only to be cremated despite their durability. Two notifications ring out informing us of the kills, as their voidsteel slicers fall to the street.

The duplicate lifts the damaged arcane ax into the air and channels his thermal energy through it, further strengthening his golden flames, and a giant wave crashes against me.

I don’t even blink, as my eyes read everything, and I absorb all of this information, the knowledge strengthened by my own experience manipulating thermal primordial energy.

Redirecting the flames, I spin them around me, adding even more of my own power. I reach into my reservoir and send more mana through my heart, generating even greater flames, and straining my mind to keep it all under control.

Like a tornado of golden fire, the flames spin with us in the center, expanding and setting the ruined city ablaze.

The ever-present vegetation turns to ash, the stone glows, and the last remaining pieces of glass crack.

More Veil Guardians die just from getting too close, they’re not even a distraction anymore, faced with the combined flames of my duplicate and I.

And we’re still fighting for control, and the flames wash over us in turns, only to be redirected each time.

When the last Veil Guardian dies, and the signal is sent to the Veil, we barely take notice and relinquish control of the flames, allowing them to seep into the city, turning it into a burning hell.

I activate another one of my traps, firing more compressed javelins at my duplicate, from the other side of the ruined city.

He redirects them with a forearm coated in an extremely dense variation of barrier. He also takes the opportunity to activate a few of the traps he’s placed, and an immense amount of mana seeps into the air, flowing through inscriptions in the stones nearby, hitting me with a strong jamming attack, a clear attempt to disrupt my mana.

It’s the strongest jamming attack I’ve ever felt, each of the sources emits a different frequency with a staggering amount of mana to back it up. At that moment, the duplicate closes the distance, swinging down with his ax.

I quickly learn that I won’t be able to absorb heat from the ax, so I try to push my body aside with kinetic energy, but he absorbs it, nearly matching my reaction speed.

Yet I’m still just a little bit quicker, and I strengthen my body with the full force of my mana and dash to the side, through the molten ground and debris surrounding us.

Then the duplicate’s signature disappears, and the only thing that remains where he stood is a small black orb, absorbing the mana hanging in the air, preventing me from tracking him. I sense a strong burst of mana from elsewhere in the city before another erupts high above me.

There he floats, a calm expression on his face. Around him, six tricolored orbs float, and he launches them all at me, the orbs becoming a blur of mana, screaming as they pass through the air.

One of six orbs bursts far too soon, revealing its real state. Instead of a tricolored orb, its inside is filled with disrupting mana. When it bursts, I find myself unable to teleport and my external senses quickly become as unreliable as my eyes in this storm.

Countering it, my mind goes into overdrive and to fight against the five remaining orbs, I push my mana into a single one, concentrating it even further, turning that single orb black and launching it at the deadly projectiles.

My duplicate appears behind me, I don’t have any idea how. I sensed nothing.

Our eyes meet, we’re both using Mana Wavelength Iris and we grasp each other with a burst of [Redistribution], altering the frequency each preventing the other from moving.

To counter my enhanced processing speed my duplicate radiates more and more mana, depleting dozens of mana batteries in the process. Then, while looking at me, he also touches the Veil, much more intensely than I did before.

I watch him smile as a huge section of the Veil over us changes, mana enveloping the city. The Veil reforms, a long purple tear splits the sky, and an arm pushes through, followed by three more.

The monster plummets through, crashing to the ground and even though it is only three times taller than me, it leaves a massive crater.

[Veil Weaver - lvl ???]

The duplicate disappears as the monster pounces, landing where he stood and attacks me. As the monster attacks, My duplicate launches a compressed mana javelin, and it crashes into the ground next to me, exploding into golden flames.

Realizing that I won’t get another option, I use Titan’s Backbone tattoo again, feeling the first use start to run out, and I absorb more black mana, strengthening my [Focus].

In slow motion, I watch as the monster’s fist swings toward me and golden flames burst forth from the javelin.

The entirety of my Vortex Core explodes, concentrated into a reverberating cone of compressed kinetic energy, damaging one of the monster’s four arms.

Golden flames burn my body, but at the same time, they activate my passive slowly healing the burns. Even then, the flames are stronger than my passive so damage starts to accumulate before I can absorb their heat.

My anchors get disrupted, so instead, I form a barrier in front of me, layered multiple times, and mana rushes through my body, strengthening it even further.

Even so, I get thrown again, sending my blood spurting into the air and my body rolling across the ground before I absorb the momentum of my movement.

Before I can do anything else, the monster reaches towards me, still standing so far away. Even though my natural barrier and construct should stop it, I feel my body pulled towards it, the strongest feat of telekinesis I’ve ever felt.

I fly through the air right towards it and barely identify the effect on me with my trait and disrupt it, stopping halfway.

The Veil Weaver moves two of its hands and the buildings to my sides crumble and fall, moving with all the speed of a bullet train and heading straight for me.

Locating my duplicate, I shoot a tricolored orb at him and push through the disrupting effect, creating an anchor far away and teleporting to it.

I watch the place where I stood get crushed, compressed, and totally obliterated. Huge chunks of stone and metal creating a giant ball of compressed material. The Veil Weaver tries to do the same to me and I feel pressure attempting to squeeze my body. To counter this I constantly radiate disrupting mana, stopping the attack by sacrificing a large chunk of my mana reserves.

The monster is strong, stronger than a Veil Guardian.

The Veil Weaver, unable to grasp me through my constantly resonating field, decides to track my duplicate.

It tears free another huge chunk of the city, toppling buildings as if a giant stepped on them. Through all that debris, a tricolored bomb hurtles at the monster, only to stop an arm’s reach away as it gets torn apart by its telekinesis.

I sense movement above me and monsters pour from the rift in the Veil. Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of veilshriekers passing through and falling to the ground.

The shrieks of an immense number of monsters mix with the sound of destruction caused by the extreme telekinesis. The Veil Weaver doesn’t seem to care, and its attacks kill hundreds of veilshriekers as it tries to catch my duplicate.

[Focus - lvl 47 > Focus - lvl 48]

[Perception - lvl 42 > Perception - lvl 43]

[Tether - lvl 34 > Tether - lvl 35]

I’ve finally managed to analyze the way my duplicate has been creating such sneaky anchors, and my domain expands as I place multiple of them. Even then some get destroyed by telekinesis, but others do manage to reach my duplicate.

Then, when my duplicate gets thrown away by a blast of force from the monster, I teleport behind him and grab the ax, cutting off his hand and teleporting away with the weapon.

“You’re such a dick,” he complains, looking at me standing on one of the buildings. Thermal energy already rushes through his body, slowly regenerating his hand.

“I wonder who summoned that asshole here to get me distracted.”

Without a speck of regret, he shrugs, “You did it first with Guardians.”

Both of us have a smile on our faces. I can hear the loud beating of our Thermokinetic hearts, fueling them with any mana not held by Mana Cycling, we’ve tapped into our Mana Reservoirs, we’re finally using all the inscriptions we’ve made, and leveraging all our preparations, making us stronger than ever before.

We teleport multiple times, the Veil Weaver swings its four arms, each swing tears buildings apart, compressing them, and throwing huge chunks at us. All while tens of thousands of veilshriekers scream, attacking us with deep hatred.

Large parts of the city are gone, the others are burning.

It may as well be hell.

With no need for words, my duplicate and I join forces, our Mana Reservoirs nearly emptying, all our mana rushing to our hearts, transmuting it into kinetic energy. The sheer amount feels impossible to control even with all our preparations, and yet there are two of us.

He slips; I cover him, I slip; he takes over.

We gather more and more kinetic energy, and then we start changing its frequency. A high pitch audibly reverberates through the air, and the two of us stand in the epicenter, as the waves of kinetic energy start crashing into the area.

Everything they touch vibrates and dissolves into dust.

We receive thousands of notifications informing us of the dying veilshriekers.

Our kinetic energy crashes into the impossible amount of debris being thrown by the monster. The huge chunks are impossibly condensed into extremely dense projectiles. The Veil Weaver lifts up an entire small city’s worth of material high into the air blocking out the sky and sending it at us like meteors, some of which even manage to break the sound barrier.

Yet waves of our kinetic energy continue to reverberate into the area, clearing bigger and bigger parts of the city around us, leaving a smooth surface, leaving behind material reduced to fine sand.

The monster is strong, and it’s pushing, no, forcing us to use everything we have, as our skills level up. The notifications ring.

It’s fun.

A single mistake and I’m dead, we are dead. If either of us stumbles we both die, neither one of us has any chance of surviving alone. But right now, together, we are stronger than the monster.

Our combined assault finally lands, Halted for a moment by the Veil Weaver’s telekinetic barrier as the monster holds all four of its arms in front of it, palms facing outward. The invisible forces clash, sending shockwaves through the ruined city damaging it further.

I take over, pushing my eyes to function to a higher degree, and rapidly change the frequency of our attack until one of the beast’s arms explodes.

Then another one.

The monster stumbles, losing control for a moment and its body gets torn apart immediately, with barely anything left behind.

[You have defeated Veil Weaver- lvl 329]

[Lvl 234 > Lvl 237]

I lift the ax in my hand, absorbing a laser thin stream of thermal energy shot by the duplicate. Teleporting towards him, I swing the ax, releasing the stored energy and melting the ground under his feet as he dodges.

When I try to teleport again, he disrupts the attempt, and a great multitude of projectiles crash into my barrier.

He opens his mouth, and I immediately tilt my head to the side; as an orb that I couldn’t detect until that moment, erupts from his gullet, leaving a deep, and bloody gash across my temple.

His voidsteel slicer and the ax in my hand collide with each other, as our primordial energies roil in the air, seeking an opportunity to lash out.

I also open my mouth, and the mana orb I’ve been compressing buries itself into his forearm he lifts to protect his chest.

A mana stone somewhere on his person activates, and I disrupt most of the attack, though the invisible blade of mana still manages to carve into my side.

There isn’t a single veilshrieker left alive. A full third of the city has been reduced to ruins, and the piles of debris from the buildings have either collapsed into dust or been set ablaze in great, burning, heaps.

I release a burst of kinetic energy from my feet, obscuring his view with the resulting dust cloud. At the same time, I create a fake mana signature to my right, taking inspiration from the twins. When I do reach his position I lash out with my blade, yet my weapon passes through empty air, as the fake signature disappears. It would appear that he had the same idea.

Armor forms on my back, slowing down the voidsteel slicer just enough for me to parry with my own before it can bite into my flesh.

Up close, both of us create dozens of mana projectiles, barely an arm’s reach from each other. The projectiles burst forth, boosted by our kinetic energy, as we bombard each other. For the most part they either wind up disrupted or deflected by small sections of barrier, only ever active for a fraction of a second.

As the power from my tattoo and the black mana slowly begins to fade, I push ahead, letting him stab my thigh with his weapon, and in return, I swing my ax with both hands, dropping my voidsteel slicer.

He tries to teleport, but I disrupt the attempt, bringing the ax forward with the full force of my body, only for the ax to clash with his blade, held in his remaining hand.

The ax buries itself in his shoulder as I redirect it at the last possible moment.

Breathless, we stand there facing each other, our mana clashing even now, as we disrupt each other’s attacks, and our primordial energies explode through the air before being absorbed.

I know if either of us pushes any further, it will be a fight to the death, but I won’t step back. He will either give up, or one of us will die.

That’s it.

The tattoo’s effect disappears, taking the black mana with it, the aftereffects dragging at me even though the tattoo has alleviated the worst of it. My mind feels sluggish, the world feels empty, and even the mana around me begins to feel less vibrant than before.

I channel more and more of my thermal energy through the ax, heating the head embedded in his shoulder, and pushing through his attempts to absorb the thermal energy that heals him, even as it burns him.

“Fuck, you are dumb,” he curses and takes a step back, letting go of the voidsteel slicer impaling my leg, and my ax pulls free of his wound.

I allow him to use his thermal energy to heal his wounds, with no interference.

Slowly, we begin to devote more of our [Focus] to dampening our emotions rather than maintaining the function of our skills. The world regains more of its colors and sounds come rushing back in.

The air has been scorched, and motes of dust that once made up buildings begin to drift on the currents of air generated by the fires raging in the distance, but I take a deep breath.

Then I breathe out slowly.

I live.

“Good luck,” I tell my duplicate.

He stands there, covered in wounds, cuts, and burns. Inscriptions depleted, mana stones cracked, and batteries drained. His eyesight has been blurred by his abuse of his trait. His hand is missing, and his leg seems to be broken. Yet, he stands proudly, and even now, he feels more dangerous than the monster we killed together. What an opponent.

“I will see you when you come to Vega’s planet,” he says simply, and then he leaves to put his other plan into action.

With the little mana I have left, I make way for Vega’s position, on my way avoiding all the monsters while my mana slowly replenishes.

Along the way, I take a moment to stop by a few places, to recover some mana batteries I stashed away, just in case our fight made it this far. I absorb the mana stored inside and repeat the process with a few batteries filled with kinetic and thermal energy. I have plenty, and by the time I reach the place, my reserves are in a much better state.

Once I’m within range of my anchor, I connect to it and teleport to Vega’s side, appearing in the darkness.

This is one of the old bunkers we have found while moving around. The bunker is fairly similar to the Sanctuary, though it is much smaller, and every entrance has been destroyed and covered by tons of rock and stone. The only way inside is via teleportation, and we had to extend [Mana Domain] to the limit in a single direction to place the anchors.

Vega lifts her eyes up from the mana stone in her hands and smiles at me with a mix of joy and sadness.

“Will he be okay, master?” she asks quietly.

At that moment, I decide not to answer.
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Chapter 326 - I lied


                While down in the closed-off bunker, I walk from room to room, controlling air filtration systems powered by my mana through the anchors I’ve placed near them.

Making them work wasn’t all that difficult, just a bit annoying given that the bunker’s core is broken and the room containing it has been buried under several tons of stone.

Yet, even though this place has been cut off from the outside, I’ve set thermal orbs all throughout the compound, producing a bright yet gentle light. The filtration system hums gently in the background, but otherwise, it’s eerily quiet.

The only other sound comes from my minion and I, searching the various rooms whenever we get bored. That and our race to pack in as much training as we can.

I have decided to spend the remaining few days here, rather than going outside, where who knows what is happening. I’m also taking the opportunity to acquaint myself with the skills that leveled up during the fight with my duplicate. I’ve got a lot of work to do on that front.

Maybe I could be raising my level, or focus on leveling up my skills. I could be fighting any number of powerful opponents, yet every time I look at Vega, I hesitate. She is strong, but she’s returning to her world soon, and I won’t be able to help her anymore. So I need to hold back and train her.

I’m not used to this sort of selfless thinking, and I’m reminded of how attached I’ve grown to this smug little half-demon. This silly minion of mine.

“Master! [Mana Manipulation] leveled up again!” Vega shouts as she comes rushing from somewhere behind me.

“Good job, minion,” I answer, and she smiles, happy to receive even this small praise, and returns her focus to the mana stone in her hand.

It all helps her to take her mind off my duplicate. They got close in the days we spent together.

Looking at her, I probe her mana with my senses, and she allows my senses to pierce through her natural barrier, something else she’s gotten used to. 

I observe her left eye, the one she received from the duplicate, and I can still sense his anchor connected to it, even now making small changes as he continues to improve his inscriptions.

For a while, I examine the web of delicate pathways, they represent something he’s only been able to do as a result of his collaboration and experiments with the healers from the Sanctuary. He’s spent most of his time working on this, but I’ve spent mine polishing different skills, so I still don’t fully understand it. And yet, even I can tell that this won’t be enough.

I head back to the room where I’ve stored most of my things. Looted items from the bunkers, station, and bastion. Items I’ve had since the 4th floor and the auction. There’s plenty here.

Then there is also a small tube that holds Vega’s original eye. Something we have kept in case the duplicate fails and the eye he gave to Vega disappears. Irvin also put a mark on the eye. Waiting for the slightest bit of mana to activate it. At that point, the mark will release a dose of healing mana to help reconnect the eye.

I wonder when Lily will reach that level.

 







 

One day remains when others start sending messages in the Community.

Sset (Hell, group 4) -Stay safe, Noname, I’ll see you on the next floor.

TheStrongestOne (Hell, group 4) -I learned a lot, and I can’t wait to show you, Noname!

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -I hope you didn’t forget the promise we made!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) -food!

Izzy (Hell, group 4) -I will see you soon, dumb Noname!

I pick up a few messages, and then they disappear, and group 4 enters the 6th floor.

They got to the 5th floor a day earlier than me, so it’s not really all that surprising. Now, they’ve left to join the twins, one of which sacrificed his chance at some extra time with his disciple to follow his brother, who lost his.

So that’s it. The floor is ending soon, after that, we won’t have much time on the 6th floor before the tournament starts.

What I don’t like is that I won’t be able to do the 3rd Beyond trial before the tournament; the timing just won’t allow for it with the time left on my cooldown.

That could be interesting, I think Savant should be able to fit the 3rd trial in. It could also cause Savant to miss the tournament. The 1st trial took one day, and the 2nd trial took one week.

So there is a high chance that Savant postpones the 3rd trial until the end of the tournament rather than risk missing it. That’s what I would do.

Keeping my mind busy, I find Vega and sit with her, watching her train and observing her eye.

 







 

POV Duplicate of Nathaniel Gwyn

Well, that’s it, I guess. I did as much as I could, and the personality imprint I’ve been trying to make is impossible as of now. The work I’ve done up until now is so terrible I would rather wipe it than let it stay in my minion’s eye.

Over the past few days, more plans have failed, and my last ray of hope lies in imperfect personality imprints, something more like the signatures my original created. There are five of them, one on me, one is with the original, and three more have been scattered across the 5th floor.

So it’s time for the last resort.

I poke the head at my feet with my shoe, “Come on, I know you are lurking around.”

A quiet laugh sounds from the cut-off head of the veil shrieker, and eyes open up, “So did you decide to accept my proposal, oh, unfortunate one?”

“You know very well I did not.”

“I might or might not know. The tutorial does grant its attendees some degree of privacy,” the mouth moves, but it is not at all in sync with the words. It doesn’t even need to move its mouth to speak.

“Hurting Vega is out of the question.”

“I understand, so, what would you like?” Its tone of voice speaks to the cruel pleasure it takes in my current situation.

“Help me to inscribe my personality into the eye of my original’s disciple.”

“It’s amusing how much tamer you are now, unfortunate one,” the mouth moves in a soundless laugh. “What’s in it for me?”

“After getting my body back, I would be…”

“No.”

“No?”

“Yes, no. You are not worth the investment. Outside of the tutorial, I already have multiple Vessels and beings that serve me; you can’t hope to touch any of them.”

“I see, in such a case, how about a bet?”

The mouth of the head closes, and eyes turn right at me, nearly radiating amusement, “Tell me more, unfortunate one.”

“I will kill Gaiathra on my own. I know you don’t give a fuck about me, but my success would be amusing enough, right? Might be a nice way to kill time before you return to your stalking.”

“Gaiathra is level 367, meanwhile, you are over 130 levels lower. Do you even realize the sheer difference in your status?”

“Won’t that make it more interesting?” I know I don’t have much time remaining; I already feel my body starting to weaken. As the system said before, the mirror wasn’t meant to be used like this, and my body is only temporary.

So even if I fail, why not end it with a bang?

“You have made preparations,” the Ruler’s intent muses, he’s probably checking now.

“A few, but that shouldn’t change much, right?”

“Why not, I always love watching bugs like you realize where they belong. Entertain me then, and I will help you.” After that, the head stops moving and the intent is gone, yet I’m sure I’m being watched.

I kick the head, sending it flying, and then straighten up.

This asshole might be lying, but that doesn’t change much. I don’t think I can kill my original, and I don’t want to merge with him. I’m my own being. I won’t be reduced to mere memories, leaving my personality in shreds.

Deep breath in and out.

I can do this.

Taking a few steps, I pass through the barrier into the Valley where not a single presence can be felt as if the monsters had been wiped from existence.

Only a single one remains, standing tall and looking at me.

[Gaiathra- lvl ???]

At its feet, is a big hole, revealing the ruins of the Veil Ignition Station. 

I guess the big danger noodle didn’t like us stopping the mana radiation it was sleeping over.

But now the core has been revealed, Nevan’s alloy patch is gone now and the core is radiating more mana than ever before. All to the giant monster’s liking.

The big yellow eyes turn to me as the snake whips around on its six nimble legs.

I only have one chance, and I’ll need to go all out. A single series of attacks with as much power as I can muster. Prolonged combat won’t favor me.

My eyes activate, the inscriptions I etched into my skin shine, and black mana seeps into my body in greater amounts than ever before. The amount is sufficient to destroy this body beyond any possibility of repair, yet I refuse to hesitate. 

I launch a javelin into the air over Gaiathra with an anchor tied to it. Then I connect to the anchor inscribed into a mana stone I left near the core. Its mana signature either too low, or weak for the monster to care.

Yet the monster notices me when I appear near the core. Simultaneously, the mana radiation from the core crashes against me in waves and almost instantly destroys the epic pendant Nevan crafted for us.

But even that short moment is enough, and a black mana orb forms near me, growing stronger until it’s consumed half of the mana in my body.

I activate the anchor on the javelin as it passes over the monster’s head and appear in the air above the six-legged snake.

The monster ignores me, curiously staring at the black mana orb that is rapidly devouring the immense quantity of mana leaking from the core.

A massive tongue flickers as Gaiathra tastes the mana leaking from the core and seeping into the black orb that continues to maintain its size, even now. The orb devours and dominates the mana around it, strengthening itself further before pulling on the mana radiating from the monster itself.

Oh, and Gaiathra doesn’t like it.

Its yellow eyes shine, and corroding mana seeps through the earth and surrounds the orb.

To the monster’s surprise, that gets absorbed as well, devoured, taken over, and pulled inside of the orb that has begun to feel increasingly terrifying.

A staggering amount of mana surrounds one of the monster’s six legs, creating a barrier around it. The monster swings it, hitting the orb and sending it flying away, even out of the Valley.

Then, the monster turns its head towards me with a speed that feels unnatural for something as big.

But I’m already all set with my preparations. The orb plan has failed, so it’s time for plan C.

I lift my left arm towards the air and towards the anchor I can still feel high up there. Then I use a skill my original will never be able to use. He doesn’t have the right state of mind to understand, I’ve grown used to the thought of dying over the past few weeks.

He may never even consider trying to learn the skill, hell, he might never be in the same situation as me.

But I can do it. I haven’t tried it before, but I know I can.

“[Sacrifice],” I call.

My left arm disappears in its entirety.

I need to follow the traditions, don’t I?

Notifications arrive as the skill levels up, and I use it again, my left leg disappearing as well, and a crazy amount of mana flows through me. 

The barrier I create blocks the monster’s “playful” attack, nearly draining me of everything I just gained and then some.

The mana batteries I had on me are empty, and I reach through my domain and place an anchor right over the six-legged snake, and then use [Tether], connecting two anchors. One on a physical object high up, and the other is positioned just over Gaiathra.

Then, as iron pulled to a magnet, the object I’ve held floating high in the air gets pulled downward at a speed that continues to increase as I feed the skill with more mana.

Gaiathra senses it but still sees me as an annoyance at most, it just shoots another attack at me, this time a bit stronger.

[Sacrifice] activates, and my hair disappears, my right leg as well, along with a few fingers from my right hand, my last remaining limb. Even then I barely block the attack.

The third attack Gaiathra throws at me is much more serious, and keeping [Tether] on, I do something even Lily was unwilling to do.

I sacrifice my memories.

The first ten years of my life disappear, and the barrier that blocks the attack still cracks, and all over my body, corrosive wounds start appearing, eating away my flesh.

At the same time, it’s finally here. The skyscraper-sized mana crystal that I took from the bunker. Later, after examining the Bastion’s levitation, I placed it high in the air, and currently, it’s falling at a high speed to the spot right over the snake.

Best of all, it’s filled to the brim with a terrifying blend of my mana, thermal, and kinetic energy. Like a meteor, it streaks through the air, shining with golden thermal energy, transparent kinetic, and pale blue mana swirling inside.

Gaiathra tries to move, and 11 more years of my memories disappear.

[Redistribution] activates, allowing me, for a split second, to grasp this powerful monster.

When the skyscraper-sized crystal crashes into Gaiathra, I use the last dregs of my mana to teleport to an anchor far outside of the Valley.

And then I teleport again, sacrificing some of my useless organs to do so.

Without any limbs and with black mana and life seeping out of me, I appear on top of one of the cliffs, leaning against the stone at my back.

I watch as, far in the distance beautiful lights fill the sky, shining against the bottom of the clouds.

Between my attack, the shattered core of the Veil Ignition Station, and the sheer pressure from the explosion the clouds part, blown away by the force. I can feel the shockwave even from this distance, followed by a burst of wind and thunder.

A few more seconds pass before the notification I’ve been waiting for finally goes off after a few more seconds, and a chuckle escapes my mouth.

Thermal energy flows through my body, and I examine my mind, looking at what remains. The things that I subconsciously didn’t sacrifice.

My mom and sister are there, something I wouldn’t be able to sacrifice. But more faces pop up to my surprise. A girl with red eyes, a cute corgi, a silly blonde, an occasionally terrifying black haired girl, a troubled young boy looking up to me, and more.

People I barely know, yet somehow they are still here, my subconscious mind not wanting to give up on them.

(Not in a million years would I expect someone like you to be able to awaken a skill like [Sacrifice],) the voice of the intent sounds in my mind.

I blink a few times, barely able to keep myself awake, my heart beating slower and slower, as my life seeps out of me.

“Our deal,” I say.

(You showed me something really fun, so consider me entertained, oh unfortunate one.)

I use [Sacrifice] again, and one of my eyes disappears, just to keep my heart beating for a bit longer.

(But I lied,) the intent says.

The voice continues to sound in my head, (I wouldn’t even be able to give you the status of your original’s disciple. I just wanted to see you kill her,) the voice sounds coldly amused.

(You have rejected me, and for that, you will die.) The voice says.

Well, I guess that’s it. I gave it my all, I defeated an extremely powerful enemy and learned a thing or two about myself. It’s not such a bad way to go.



This past year in the tutorial was fun even though it was sad at times.

“Fuck you.” I manage to say.

(So fun. This is what I will do next. In a day, the little girl you call Vega will return to her world, and I will ensure that someone is waiting for her. I can’t touch the original yet, but the disciple should be fine. I can’t wait to see how he reacts when he finds out.)

I think I may have only felt the rage I feel now, once in my entire life.

My heart beats strongly, and I’m about to stand up before I realize I have no limbs.

“Do not fucking dare,” I hiss through clenched teeth, feeling blood fill my mouth.

(Oh, but I will, so…)

(You will not,) another voice sounds. This one I can’t grasp, unable to identify if it’s a man or woman, hell I can’t even guess its age. Yet, at the same time, it sounds powerful.

Very powerful.

(Greed!) the intent hisses.

(He will not touch disciple Vega, nor will he interfere on her planet.) These words are directed at me, ignoring the intent.

Hearing them, I feel myself calm down, and as I do so, my heart finally skips a beat, and the world drains of its color.

The intent says something to the Ruler of Greed, but it feels like a tiny dog barking at a wolf. And I know, at that moment, that he won’t be able to do anything to Vega.

I feel a smile appear on my lips, and before everything turns dark, I hear that voice again, (Keeping you alive would be against the rules, but I can let her keep your eye.)

My mind wanders off as the last whisper fills my ears.

(You’ve been strong, you can let go now.)

            


Chapter 327 - I’m back


                I observe as all of the inscriptions inside Vega’s eye disappear one after another. All the work the duplicate put into it is gone, along with his [Tether].

Surprisingly, his eye stays. For a moment, a golden circle appears around her pupil before it disappears, leaving her eye bloody red again. Yet, I can sense that it’s the same eye that once belonged to my duplicate, the one containing our weakened trait.

The little half-demon senses the change as well, and for a moment, it looks like she’s going to cry, but she holds it back and just comes to sit beside me. Without asking, she leans against me, and I put my arm around her.

“He asked me not to cry if he failed,” she says quietly.

“Did he?”

“Yes. He told me to grow strong and kick your ass sometime in the future.”

“That sounds like him. Do you feel like crying?” I ask her.

She nods, “But I promised I wouldn’t. He wouldn’t want that.”

“Bullshit,” I say, and she looks up to me. I continue, “I know for a fact, that he would be happy knowing someone had cried for him.”

I put my hand on her head and gently stroke her hair.

When she burrows her face into my chest and her body starts shaking, I continue to hold her.

 







 

An hour remains until the end of the floor when my minion asks, “Master, you still owe me for losing our bet.”

“Yes, I do. What would you like?”

“I want to know why you named me Vega. You said there was a meaning to it.”

“Who is Vega? I know only minion.”

At that, she smiles but only slightly, her mood still not back to her usual self. She pokes me, looking up at me with her big eyes.

“There are tens of constellations in the night sky where I’m from, and one of them is the northern constellation of Lyra. It’s one of the smaller ones. The brightest star in that constellation is called Vega.” I grab her horn, but do not shake her head; I just prod the point with the tip of my finger.

“The tutorial is a small place, in the end, one of many. Just like the innumerable constellations, there are a number of tutorials. But in this small place, this small patch of sky, I found you,” I say, despite my embarrassment.

In my head, it never sounded so… cheesy. Still, I can’t regret telling her. To me, Vega shines brightly with her curious and cheery personality, despite her flaws. But saying it out loud just doesn’t feel right to me.

“I hope you’re happy because I’m not going to repeat myself, minion.” I need to assert my dominance to preserve my sense of masculinity.

In response, her smile widens a bit, she doesn’t even poke any fun at me.

Our remaining hour on this floor passes just like that. My silly disciple has decided to cling to me, and I can feel the warmth of her small body against mine. Her heart is beating strongly. I hold her hand, and I paint a series of simple, single use, inscriptions on her forearm, they’ll be there to help her improve her mana weapons when she needs them.

This time around I’ll give her a few extra items, but nothing higher than a rare grade. Epic items seem to be exceedingly valuable even though I tend to find so many of them. Over the course of this floor and after having visited the Hard difficulty community, I have learned that out of all of them, barely anyone has access to epic grade items.

Giving one to Vega at her level could bring too much attention to her. I also think she’ll be better off if she learns how to survive without relying on items. She already has a weakened version of my trait, waiting to awaken as she grows stronger. Hopefully.

I listen as she tells me about her plans, and how she’s a little worried about having to rely on herself again. She tells me how much she will miss me and forces me to promise, for the tenth time, that I will find her when I get out of the tutorial.

Lastly, I give her a small piece of weird metal that reacts weirdly to kinetic energy. It’s something I got from the auction on the 4th floor, and now it feels like so long ago.

Vega has decided to rely mainly on her kinetic energy, so she might have a better use for it. It will also force her to continuously examine it and search for anyone who might know something about it.

I figured I’d give her something like a quest since she seems to be lost at the moment.

Finally, I notice her glancing at something I can’t see, and I know the portal to her world is there.

As I stand up, she lets go of me somewhat reluctantly and quickly collects the few things she is taking with her.

“Will you miss me, master?”

“I will.”

“You really will?”

“Yes.”

A few short steps and she hugs me again, “I don’t think you’re quite the asshole you like to say you are. Master is really kind, but he’s also really hurting,” the last words she nearly whispers.

Looking up at me with her red eyes glowing, she gestures to me to lean lower and when I do so, she gives me a quick peck on my cheek.

“When we meet next time, I’ll just call you Vega. So try to stay alive until then, okay?” I call to her as she takes steps toward the portal.

She gives me one last short glance, “I always liked it when master called me minion.” She says, with one last cheeky smile, and then she disappears.

 

Congratulations! You’ve successfully completed the 5th floor’s main quest in the fifth round of the tutorial for Hell difficulty. An entrance to the 6th floor has been created.

 

I place an anchor near the portal to the 6th floor and extend my [Mana Domain], placing another outside where I emerge.

Right away, I sense strong mana radiation everywhere, and the Veil seems to be burning in the sky with veil monsters all over the place. Killing the ones that get too close, I lift off and head towards the Valley.

Then, I notice a mana signature hanging in the air, and change direction, heading towards a cliff with a good view of the area. 

There, at the top, I find what remains of my duplicate.

Inside his body near the chest, I detect a hint of his mana. Pushing my emotions away, I pull a tiny mana stone out of his remains. When I probe it with my senses, I find that it’s a collection of simple notes. What few sentences my duplicate could manage to inscribe in his last moments.

 

Intent is bigger fucker than thought. Never trust. Wanted to kill Vega. Liar.

Ruler of Greed helped. Saved Vega. Payback?

Black mana scarier than thought.

I could kill you back then. I was stronger.

Apologize to mom. Hug Victoria for me. Be nicer to others. Fucking call them friends, at least in your head. Boop Biscuit´s nose.

Remember me once in a while.

 

Thermal energy flows from my core, and the golden flames slowly envelop him, burning off what remains. Then I destroy the small mana stone after making sure I remember every single word.

Flying once again towards the Valley, I sense a black mana orb nearby. It’s much stronger and filled with much more mana than ever before. It continuously devours any mana that comes by, and it might be only me, but it feels like it’s slowly, very very slowly, starting to pull in the ambient mana around it. I don’t even have to think about what could have caused it to grow like that. Only the core of the Ignition Station would have been enough.

Finally, in the Valley, or what remains of it, I find a giant crater. Its immense size and the damaged area are hard to comprehend. Whatever my duplicate did, the explosion of the core and Gaiathra combined caused all of this. For a moment, I imagine the consequences on Earth if anyone capable of something like this arrived with proper preparations.

Otherwise, there doesn’t seem to be anything too useful. Gaiathra’s bones are scattered everywhere, but since I already have a Champion’s bone, these don’t appeal to me at all.

So, I head back, and when I teleport back inside the hiding place, I collect everything I want. Then, I accept the reward for one of the previous quests, and a lot of food and water appear in front of me, which I also take.

With all these items, I pass through the entrance without any more hesitation.

 



Congratulations! You have cleared the 5th floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial. Welcome to the 6th floor: Astral Prison.

You have acquired:

Skill combination token

Skill upgrade token

5000 Shards

100 stat points

Trait strengthening token

 



I invest 100 stat points into mana and check my status

 



Name: Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty:Hell

Floor: 6 - Astral Prison

Time left until forced return: 4y 0d 13h 22m 51s

Traits (2/3): Mana Circuit 1/3, Mana Wavelength Iris 0/3

Lvl 237

Strength: 113

Dexterity: 110

Constitution: 268

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 1015 + 1015

Primary Class:Focused Channeler (Epic)

Sub-class:[Initiate of Pride]

Active skills:

Focus - Lvl 48

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 47

Perception - Lvl 43

Redistribution - Lvl 45

Resonance - Lvl 45

Mana Domain - Lvl 36

Tether - Lvl 35

Regalia - Lvl 23

Infusion - Lvl 28

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Thermokinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Vortex Core (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Reservoir (epic)

Arcane Resilience (epic)

Phoenix Embrace (epic)

Mana Overload Absorption (epic)

Cognitive Fortress (epic)

Titan’s Backbone (epic) 1/3

Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

Shards: 59,725

 



Well, it seems like the system rewarded me with a skill combination token for that Floor’s main quest, the reward that used to be ???.

“I want to sell skill upgrade token.”

 



Do you really want to sell the following item for 5000 shards?

Skill upgrade token

Yes/No

 



I confirm and my shards increase to 64,725.

It’s a nice thing to have, for sure.

Then I take a better look at the place I’ve ended up, the floor known as the Astral Prison.

It’s dark, the only light coming from the surprisingly bright stars. It is also totally barren. There are no trees, no vegetation, no signs of water. Just dark, rocky terrain with a lot of pointy mountains scattered about the place. In comparison to the post-apocalyptic world overgrown by vibrant vegetation, this place feels almost depressing.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I’m here.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - That’s good. I will have Izzy launch a bunch of bright orbs every few minutes. Try to track us. Other than the twins, we are all here.

Noname (Hell, group 4) -Will do.

I close the community and check the floor quest.

 



Floor quest:

Escape Astral Prison

 



Rewards:

???

Epic-grade passive skill

5000 Shards

Increased daily Community limit



Communication with your disciple for 10 minutes

Send a single item to your disciple (up to a rare grade)

 

Once again the floor quest has turned out to be the last thing I would have expected, as have the rewards. It seems like the system is slowly limiting the amount of shards we can receive as a reward. It’s either that or the last two are expensive. There are no more stat increases anymore and once again there is a question mark in place of a reward.

Is it so the system can make them more personalized? That could be it. But given the mood I’m in right now the last two rewards are what interest me the most. Fuck, the end of a floor always leaves me like this.

I sit down on the rocky ground and sigh, looking at the starry sky. Even this barren area has some beauty to it, and never in my life have I seen such big stars, much less so clearly. In one part of the sky, I can even see what appears to be a purple nebula. This night sky is beautiful.

“Use trait strengthening token on Mana Circuit,” I say, and I allow the pain that follows to take my mind off these useless thoughts. Filled with this burning sensation, I stare at the night sky.

I could have strengthened my Mana Wavelength Iris, but I haven’t even mastered them properly yet, and strengthening them could be a bad idea, stripping me of all the effort I put into being able to use them as much as I do. I’m also hoping that strengthening my Mana Circuits will help me deal with my other traits and my ever-increasing Mana. So that I can continue to ignore constitution.

Who needs to worry about the attribute imbalance at this point? For sure not me, that’s for future Nathaniel to deal with.

Regardless, with my body still burning, I push myself up to my feet and then lift myself into the air, looking for Isabella’s orbs. There are no monsters, no wind, and no signs of civilization as far as I can see. Though the air does feel chilly, surprisingly chilly.

Sending thermal energy through my body, I hold myself in that spot for a moment, turning around, before changing my position a few times. I move in a spiral, slowly getting further from my point of origin, looking for that signal.

When I finally notice it, I start moving, pulling my items with me. It’s not as much as when I entered the 5th Floor, but there are a few rather large bags.

As I approach, I trigger a web of extremely delicate mana and it sends a signal somewhere. That trigger causes a swarm of some kind of mana constructs to fly toward me in a threatening manner. They’re basically a number of small orbs with inscriptions in them, bearing an obvious connection to their owner.

Well, it seems like Sophie may have learned a thing or two.

As my altitude drops, I finally manage to spot group 4, they’re all sitting in a circle around a bright blue flame orb, which radiates a soft blue light and heat.

Tess is already standing, with a long spear in her hand and a smile on her face. I’m sure she saw me long before the others could. Her blonde hair is shorter than it was before, but she somehow looks even more confident.

Min-Jae is at her side, looking around, searching for me. He seems… older now, it’s hard to describe. He just straight-up looks more mature.

Maya, who has remained seated, yawns and says something to Sophie, who just shakes her head, in spite of her smile. Both of the girls, even in this situation, are ready for anything, but they trust the others to keep watch.

Everyone seems to be happy, to be with people who’ve shared their experiences, to finally have the chance to share it all.

I feel Izzy trying to connect to me with [Empathy] and I let her, curious to learn what kind of feelings she’ll pick up from me.

(Food!) I hear Biscuit shout and even with [Focus] active, I feel a smile climb onto my lips.

When I land, Lily charges me with a few surprisingly quick steps and stops an arm’s reach away from me. For a moment, I expect a slap or hug, but instead, she stands there as if waiting for me to say something.

I look to Tess for help, but she just stands there smiling at me, and beside her, stands Izzy wiping her eyes.

Back on the 1st Floor, I thought more of myself and basically ignored most of the others, ready to toss them aside. Yet, over and over again, they held their hands out to me, despite my terrible personality.

I don’t understand why; maybe they were trying to hide behind someone stronger, maybe they’re broken like me. Maybe they are just straight-up weird.

Why would you even want to befriend someone like me? I wouldn’t do that. Yet somehow, we wound up like this, and I remember the words left behind by my duplicate.

For the first time in a long time, I have people I want to call friends, I guess.

“I’m back,” I say.

            


Chapter 328 - 6th Floor


                “No,” I say, responding to Maya, who is currently holding my damaged arcane ax.

“Come on, I’ll buy you something from the system shop worth 10 thousand shards.”

“Fifty thousand.”

“How the fuck would I even get fifty thousand shards? Ask in three to five more floors if I’m lucky.”

“Forty-nine thousand,” I prod.

At that, Maya grabs a small stone from the ground, throws it at me, and smiles before continuing to examine the ax.

I continue to pet Biscuit. Ever since I found them, he’s refused to leave my side and lays in my lap while I sit against the wall of the cliff we’ve chosen to shelter our camp. Not that I mind, the best doggo of the 6th floor deserves all the pets I can give. It’s hard to believe I’ve been able to cope without him for so many weeks.

Sure, Vega is a great ESM, but there is something hard to explain when I pet this silly corgi or boop his cold nose.

Damn, I’ve missed him.

“Nat! You killed a Veil Guardian all on your own?” Min-Jae interrupts, eyes wide, in anticipation of an exciting story.

Biscuit woofs, either at him or at me for stopping petting, so I continue.

“A few. I brought a few voidsteel blades with me, so later we’ll see if we can’t get someone to make something out of them for you. By the way, you need to spend some more time training your [Telekinesis] and [Gravity Well]. I saw some scary stuff they should be able to replicate.”

“Oh, me too. I saw a Veil Guardian using strong gravity attacks against the Bastion. The Housekeeper nearly died when he focused it on her. But the guardian didn’t use telekinesis or anything similar.”

I nod, “There was one more monster. I saw it wave its hand and destroy an entire city. It tore down skyscrapers like they were nothing and kept throwing building-sized projectiles at me. Scary stuff.”

The boy continues to listen as I describe a bit more of what the Veil Weaver did. Back then, I don’t think I would have had a chance unless I could cooperate with my duplicate.

“What about you, Tess? Did you kill a Veil Guardian?” I ask her.

“Two of them on my own and one with the help of the Bastion,” she says. “I just needed to keep my crown charged and set some preparations in place. Then I’d just shoot them from really far away. Sophie was able to kill two of them. She even controlled one for a while.”

Sophie looks up from Izzy leaning against her, “I only controlled it for a few seconds. The Veil didn’t like that at all, and it nearly killed me but the Butler and others killed it before it could finish the job.”

“That was dumb Sophie,” Izzy mumbles.

Noodle is there as well, coiled around her arm. I can tell that he’s looking at me, he’s probably hungry for my mana, but a single glance at Biscuit in my lap makes him stop. I can’t help but wonder how these two managed to establish their pecking order.

“During our last day on the Floor, I killed five,” Lily says.

Most of the eyes in the group turn to her.

Of course, it wouldn’t be that hard for her. She probably boosted herself with [Sacrifice] and she has the most powerful damage skill out of anyone in group 4, she would kill them. Her level is also getting rather close to 200, but it’s still scary to think that she might be able to pull that off.

Well, it’s scary, but she is our scary crazy healer, so that’s fine.

The others also managed to kill a Veil Guardian but they always had assistance from the Bastion itself or the four assholes running the place, mostly the Housekeeper or the Butler.

The only people who managed to kill them on their own, whether they took them on in a straight up fight or by setting ambushes and traps, are those in Beyond. Well, other than Sophie, who I think would also do well. It’s just that she already used an upgrade token, and she’s unwilling to leave Isabella for so long. Well, it’s not like she needs Beyond rewards with her [Manipulation].

Of course, I killed the most Veil Guardians. My duplicate and I hunted them at every opportunity not to mention the ones I fought on my own.

But group 4 is as scary as ever.

“So Biscuit, how was your disciple?”

(Friend!)

“Oh, you liked him?”

(Food.)

“I agree. Disciples should be respectful towards their masters.”

(Food food!)

“Totally.”

(Asshole?)

“Oh no, my disciple was great.”

(Food?)

“I think it’s close but you are just a tiny bit cuter than her.”

At that, he just woofs but continues wagging his short tail from side to side. Cute little rascal, I wonder how strong he got and what his disciple looked like.

“Have you guys found any monsters on this floor?” I ask.

“A few,” Tess answers me. “They don’t seem to be active at night, and they only really come out during the day. They’re all level 150 and over, and many of them rank in the two hundreds. But we know how it goes, there will always be stronger variants.”

This is such a weird setup. Isn’t night usually more dangerous, shouldn’t that be when all the dangerous animals leave their hidey holes?

“Do we have any other info on the floor, what about news from the twins?”

Tess moves closer and Sophie takes over, keeping watch with her web of mana and the swarm of mana constructs.

I was able to grab one so I examine it while I listen to the others. Sophie doesn’t seem to mind even though she rolled her eyes. I like how different our approach to mana can be, there is still so much to be learned.

Taking a seat next to Maya, Tess explains, “The twins are being held by the master of the Black Tower. They’ve tried to escape multiple times, but they were caught and punished…” She narrows her eyes and her expression changes, “Apparently the second in command marked them and they’re using that to track the twins.”

I don’t like that either, “We will locate them and get them out.”

“We will, but carefully. Apparently, the master of the Black Tower used to be a Champion’s disciple before he was sent to Astral Prison. So far we don’t know his level, but the twins have placed their estimate somewhere around 300.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Tess smiles, “I thought you would say that, Nat. As you said, it doesn’t matter. We will get Aaron and Dennis back, and we’ll punish anyone who’s hurt them. I think everyone here is up for that.” She looks around.

Surprisingly, the rest of the group seems to agree with Tess. I think as time passes, the people of group 4 are beginning to bond.

“We probably won’t be able to do it before the tournament, we only have fifteen hours until it starts,” I note.

“That’s true,” Tess agrees with me. “We still don’t know how the tournament works, but hopefully, it will allow us to come together and plan everything out without Community censorship and time limits. As for the rest of this floor, we have only bits of information from Aaron and Dennis. Apparently, it’s a prison as the name implies. The entire moon serves as a dumping ground for the criminals, from multiple planets, and they’re left to fight amongst themselves or die of starvation.”

“Are there any guards?” I ask.

“We don’t know.”

“You said the twins are being kept by people from the black tower and this Black Tower has a master who presides over its functions, what is it?”

“The prisoners on this moon have created several groups in order to survive. Black Tower is one of them.”

Nothing about this floor has been what I expected.

The last floor was probably meant to illustrate the dangers of tampering with creation. Its whole purpose was to show us a world that fell at the hands of the Enchanter Guild who, in their hubris, enslaved a young divine beast. It also gave us a chance to learn more about the Pairing, enchanting, and the dangers of mana radiation.

So what is this one about? We have to escape, but how? Is it supposed to teach us about portals between planets and planetary defenses? Are we going to find something like the orbital base from the 4th floor? What about spaceships?

Well, I’m sure we will learn as the floor progresses, but currently, we’ve got the tournament looming on the horizon. After that, I will be able to enter the 3rd Beyond trial, and we need to free the twins.

Things here really refuse to get boring.

“Nat.”

I look at Lily who’s clearly the one who called out to me and take note of her hesitation.

“Did you miss m…us?” she asks in the end. For a moment she even looks vulnerable.

Lily must have grown up like Min-Jae, though she looks a bit calmer now, but of course, her separation anxiety still seems to bother her.

“Lily, don’t bully Nat, you know…” Min-Jae starts.

“Yes,” I say simply.

Multiple pairs of eyes turn to me and I slowly return each gaze. Briefly, I meet their eyes. “Yes,” I repeat.

“Fuck, how can you say that with such a straight face? Someone might fall for…” Maya mumbles quietly, looking up from the damaged arcane ax she’s been babying.

Isabella tries to connect to my feelings but I disrupt her attempt. Then I reach out and pinch Lily’s nose and shake her head slightly.

It’s nice to be back.

 







 

“So, my eye totally got stronger with me, Nat!” Min-Jae happily reports. “All these waves I’ve been seeing are gravitational in nature. Look what I can do.”

He rushes and his eye shines slightly and I feel a weird burst of mana emanate from his body. Then he touches a rock as big as he is and the rock flies into the air.

Both of us stare at it as it continues to fly higher and higher, “I can do this to monsters and people too. Of course, the stronger the monster is, the harder I have to work to get through their natural barrier. At a certain point, it just won’t work no matter how much mana I spend if the monster is too strong. But when it comes to weaker monsters and objects…” a single pulse of mana is all he needs to lift a dozen similarly sized stones into the air.

“I can do that to weaker monsters even without needing to touch them, but when I touch them it works better.”

As we watch the stones he sent flying about half a mile into the air before they plummet, I start imagining what would happen if he did that to monsters or people incapable of flying or landing safely.

“Can you send them into orbit?” I ask.

Right away he steps up and he turns to me with even higher excitement, “I knew you would understand, Nat! I just thought of it a few days ago, but you figured it out immediately!” he says, speaking faster, happy to share it all.

He continues, “Right now I can’t, but I’m sure I’ll be able to in the future. Just imagine sending monsters to orbit or launching them into space. Or I could lift them into the air and let them crash to the ground.”

“Tess, Nat is at it again and Kim is getting riled up,” Maya calls from somewhere nearby.

“Min-Jae, my boy. Why would you stop there? Imagine if you could lift a rock as big as a building into the air and then increase its gravity and send it crashing into your enemies. Or perhaps you don’t use a building, maybe you use high density metal projectiles, the sheer kinetic energy behind it would be terrifying. Did you hear about kinetic bombardment?”

“I did not!”

“I saw it on TV, it was some old army project. Tungsten rods or some such. As tall as telephone poles and probably as thick as Biscuit.”

A woof sounds from somewhere nearby.

“They wanted to put these rods in orbit with satellites and then send them crashing to the ground, using gravity alone. Supposedly they would reach speeds as high as Mach 8 and deal as much damage as a small nuclear bomb.”

“Isn’t that overkill, Nat?”

“You have to think big. With your gravity skill and telekinesis, you might be able to do it even without putting them into orbit.”

“I will think about it. You really like using your surroundings to fight. Whether you’re using gravity, falling rain, or wind to generate kinetic energy or absorbing it from pre-charged orbs, I’ve noticed that.”

Well, he is not wrong, “It gives me more firepower quicker. I told this to my disciple as well, but you should always try to gain an advantage, don’t bother trying to fight honorably. That’s an idiot’s game. But now I need to accept one of my rewards. Tess, will you keep watch?”

“Sure, enjoy.”

Thankful, I move away from the group somewhat, filter out their conversations, and accept my skill combination token.

 



You have used an active skill combination token. Please pick two skills from the following that you would like to combine.

Warning! Combining two skills will reduce the level of the acquired skill.

Warning! Combining incompatible skills may result in worse skills.

Warning! After combining these skills, it will be extremely difficult to reacquire the skills used in the resulting combination.

List of available skills to combine:

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 47

Perception - Lvl 43

Tether - Lvl 35

Regalia - Lvl 23

Infusion - Lvl 28

 



Five skills available. [Focus], [Redistribution], [Resonance], and [Mana Domain] are not here at all.

I once again wonder if they are skills that are unavailable to combine or if they are higher tiered than the active skill combination token. If there even is something like hidden rarities as I’ve taken to thinking of late.

 

[Mana Manipulation] with [Perception]

[Mana Manipulation] with [Tether]

[Mana Manipulation] with [Regalia]

[Mana Manipulation] with [Infusion]

[Perception] with [Tether]

[Perception] with [Regalia]

[Perception] with [Infusion]

[Tether] with [Regalia]

[Tether] with [Infusion]

[Regalia] with [Infusion]

 

Well, the last time I didn’t even consider using [Mana Manipulation] given the way I relied on it, but this time I’ll keep it on the menu, I think I should be fine, even without it.

Let’s consider our options.

            


Chapter 329 - Brilliant idea


                [Mana Manipulation] with [Perception]

This combination could create something akin to my Mana Wavelength Iris, so this is most likely a pass for now. It could be great, but I already have my trait, which is more than good enough for that.

[Mana Manipulation] with [Tether]

Sounds interesting, but I really like [Tether], and I still don’t think I’ve explored it properly. So, this one is also a pass.

[Mana Manipulation] with [Regalia]

This one sounds the most interesting so far. I will think about it.

[Mana Manipulation] with [Infusion]

This is one to seriously consider, though I suspect that it’ll just create a stronger, more mana-focused version of [Regalia]. Or maybe it will allow me to infuse mana more easily? In higher amounts? Like an improved version of my former skill [Mana Surge]?

It’s not very enticing.

[Perception] with [Tether]

Also most likely a pass because I want to keep [Tether].

[Perception] with [Regalia]

This one is a straight-up weird combination, and I can imagine a worse skill coming out of it.

[Perception] with [Infusion]

Better [Infusion] maybe, a higher version of it? Though that could end badly as well.

[Tether] with [Regalia]

It could be interesting, but once again, nope.

[Tether] with [Infusion]

Also nope.

[Regalia] with [Infusion]

And once again we have something truly interesting.

So, in the end, it’s either [Mana Manipulation] with [Regalia] or [Regalia] with [Infusion]. Either seems to be a good option.

Would the first option make a more controllable version of [Regalia], so perhaps the second will make a stronger version of it?

These options seem fairly similar. When I did this before, I gave up [Mana Infusion] and got [Infusion] in exchange. It would be cool if it came out the same, and I could get [Manipulation] instead of [Mana Manipulation], but unfortunately, I don’t think that will happen. I just don’t have the same kind of talent as Sophie, in the same way, it’s hard for me to do healing. I’ve even tried to get other forms of Primordial energy, especially Tess’s lightning, but I have failed.

Now that reminds me of something.

Tess combined her [Lightning Armor] with [Lightning Manipulation] and got [Storm Crown]. Does that mean that if I combine [Regalia] and [Mana Manipulation], I’ll wind up with something similar? That could be cool.

At this point, I can manipulate mana pretty well on my own, and the skill mostly serves as a definitive numerical value for my skill level. Losing the skill would, of course, be noticeable, but I’m confident that I could adapt within a few weeks.

That’s what I like about this. With all the things I’ve done, I should have a dozen more skills, but for some reason, the system doesn’t give them out quite so easily. Though that also means that I can do some stuff without having the skills, so that’s cool.

The system is clearly a mess, it’s highly situational and individualized, given the way the rules change slightly from person to person.

Well, let’s hope things work out like they did for Tess. It might also force me to improve my manipulation of mana without the skill.

“I want to combine [Mana Manipulation] with [Regalia].”

 



Congratulations, you have successfully combined [Mana Manipulation] and [Regalia]! A new skill has been created.

You have acquired [Mana Crown].

[Mana Crown - lvl 0 > Mana Crown - lvl 9]

 



I’m sure Tess back then got it to level 2, so at least that’s something. But it also irks me a bit. Tess got her crown earlier than I did. Does that mean I’m behind? Is my new skill stronger than her crown? It better be, Tess is just as competitive as me when it comes down to it.

First, let’s check my mana. As I use Mana Cycling, I quickly notice a difference. It’s not horrible, but it’s there, and it’s quite noticeable.

Well, it’s time to get back to the grind. Getting a skill back seems nearly impossible, even with the system warning of that during my use of the first skill combination token, but that’s fine. Only casuals from other difficulties rely on skills; I will learn on my own, yup.

Let’s check the new skill then.

As it activates, I feel a big chunk of my mana move and then form a halo over my head made of pale blue mana. Gradually, that halo hovering over my head expands a bit and changes shape, taking the form of a simple crown.

I notice Tess glancing at me as she mouths, “I got it first.”

Tsk.

Focusing on my new skill, I examine its functions and effects. So far as I can tell, it’s basically an empty mana reservoir similar to the version that Tess has, though hers stores lightning.

It’s not unlike the orbs I’ve been filling with my mana and Primordial energies, but unlike the orbs, the crown’s reservoir seems to be massive and optimized for mana. Of course, the question is how much I can fill it without destabilizing the whole thing. It’s also more stable than the orbs, so filling it and keeping it running should be easier.

As I examine it more, I notice that controlling my mana seems to be a bit easier now, as if the crown is filling the gap left by [Mana Manipulation] while I have it active. The same goes for [Regalia], I’m still able to create armor and weapons at the same level as before without any extra effort.

More testing is needed to see the difference between the old skills and the current one. But there is something that interests me more. I want to see how the crown interacts with my Mana Wavelength Iris and the black mana.

I activate my eyes, and there is a small difference. It’s hard to explain, but it’s as if the crown has made them easier to control. It’s like it’s dominating the mana and anything related to it.

It’s not a very big difference, just a tiny bit, and I can’t help but be a bit disappointed. But it’s fine, my strengthened Mana Circuit has already helped with my eyes a lot, and my passives are doing their part as well. The problem probably lies with the low level of the skill as well. My eyes are a powerful trait so they might require more.

Now then, black mana.

I activate [Focus] and, with the help of [Redistribution] and [Infusion], I fill the pale blue orb with a lot of mana and continue to compress it. It’s a bit harder now without [Mana Manipulation], but nothing I can’t fix with some training.

When a golf ball sized black orb forms over my palm, I get a bit more attention from group 4, but too curious, I ignore them and continue.

What I notice right away is that [Mana Crown] is reacting to the black mana. The crown and black mana seem to be at war with each other.

Then I get a brilliant idea.

Should I? It could be dangerous. 

No, I’m sure it WILL be dangerous.

But I really want to try.

“I will be right back,” I quickly tell the others and push myself far away.

When I land, I’m surrounded by the same darkness as before, lit only by the beautiful bright stars overhead complemented by the giant purple nebula that takes up a third of the sky. Under that night sky, I use the method I learned in collaboration with my duplicate on the fifth floor to dominate a small amount of the black mana. It’s harder to do it outside of my body, without my passives and circuits to help, but I activate my eyes and push through.

Then, slowly, carefully, I take that dominated small part of mana into my crown.

In a blink, the blue crown hovering over my head turns pitch black.

Then I start losing control over it. At first gradually, but it keeps getting harder to control faster and faster.

I fight the process, giving my all.

[Mana Crown - lvl 9 > Mana Crown - lvl 10]

[Mana Crown - lvl 10 > Mana Crown - lvl 11]



[Mana Crown - lvl 11 > Mana Crown - lvl 12]

[Mana Crown - lvl 12 > Mana Crown - lvl 13]

[Mana Crown - lvl 13 > Mana Crown - lvl 14]

[Mana Crown - lvl 14 > Mana Crown - lvl 15]

But no matter how much I try, how much pressure my construct or passives work against it, the crown turned black judges me unworthy to control its power… for now. The black crown reaches into my body and starts absorbing my mana in defiance of my attempts to stop it, once again slowly, but then quicker.

[Mana Crown - lvl 15 > Mana Crown - lvl 16]

It slows for a moment but then speeds up again and when I decide to try to cancel the skill, it refuses to listen, akin to how black mana behaves, just much more strong-willed now.

My body’s mana is gone, all of that big mana pool taken against my will by this unholy abomination over my head.

With nearly suicidal fascination, I watch as it even reaches into my Mana Reservoir and starts emptying that as well.

How the fuck is this even possible.

So interesting.

I quickly tie an anchor to a mana orb, shoot it toward the others, and then fly further and further away from them, even teleporting through anchors multiple times.

When I finally stop, I find myself really far away from where I started and I’ve depleted most of the mana in my reservoir, but I finally manage to remove the crown from my head and throw it away.

[Mana Crown - lvl 16 > Mana Crown - lvl 17]

It tries to reach me, to take the rest of my mana from my reservoir, but I move further away, and it seems like the crown can’t move on its own. It just hovers there eerily, slowly spinning. The connection it had to me disappears and as if unable to maintain its properties without me, it finally stops, without any mana left for it to absorb.

Damn, what a terrifying thing.

I love it.

The way it absorbs mana is scary and it doesn’t even feel like its real power, just a side effect created by its combination with black mana.

Well, I can observe it a bit longer. If it’s like a black orbs, it will start crumbling after being deprived of mana for a while. Well, with as much as it did absorb, it will take a while, but…

The black crown shifts through a series of colors in quick succession. From black to pale blue to darker. Streaks of light blue appear, quickly joined by purple streaks. Then the crown turns bright white.

And as terror-struck as I am fascinated, I watch it all happen.

Then I teleport away as quickly as I can.

I land next to group 4 once more, only for them to pepper me with questions, I turn in the direction of the crown. Wondering if we’re far enough away. I flew a pretty good way out, didn’t I?

A bright white light appears on the horizon. At first, it is the size of a fireplace, then it quickly grows larger as the crown releases all the mana it has collected, unable to maintain its shape without its connection to me.

There is no way that’s going to reach us, right?

The light becomes brighter and I check my mana stat.

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 1015 + 1015

Then I remember that my Mana Reservoir basically triples that amount.

I reach into said Mana Reservoir and move the rest of my mana, creating a pointy barrier in front of us that should divert most of the explosion, though we will still take some of the impact.

“I might need some help here,” I call to the others.

There must be something in my voice because they immediately rush to join me in my efforts. Everyone who can, moves to reinforce, creating barriers of their own or using support skills. Sophie even shows off her manipulation of the earth forming a sizable mass of rocks into a wall in front of us, which she proceeds to strengthen with her web.

The horizon turns bright white and then a light flashes, illuminating a huge area around us, turning the night into the brightest day. Every stone, every inch of the cliff face looks like someone is shining a massive flashlight across its surface.

Then the heat follows and even as far away as we are the heat wave crashes into us, slamming into Sophie’s rock wall and baking the stone. The shockwave follows next and I feel pressure against my barrier and pieces of the wall crumble, while some of the weaker barriers the others made start to flicker.

All of this is followed by the deafening roar of the explosion, just before the Mana Radiation hits us. Similar to what I felt back in the Veil Ignition Station, next to the cracked core. It’s not nearly as strong and it’s not dangerous to anyone here, but it’s there and I can feel it hanging in the air.

Lastly, with Mana Radiation arrives a weak field, which seems to be an attempt at disrupting mana. It’s weak and barely noticeable, but with my experience, I can sense it.

Gradually, the light and the heat dissipate and we lower our barriers after making sure that it’s safe.

We were so far away, and yet this happened. Could I do that on my own, by compressing mana into an orb? I don’t think so. I wouldn’t be able to keep that much mana under my control or collect it quickly enough.

Could I do that with the help of items, perhaps some epic mana stones filled with my mana? Probably yes, but I would need help to create such an item, like when the Craft Guild on the 4th floor helped me create the ant obliterator. But even then it wasn’t this potent. There was some Mana Radiation, but it was even weaker than what happened here and there was no disruptive wave following that. I mean it was almost like an EMP.

And that’s not even what it’s meant for, it was just a side effect of losing control of a combination of two incompatible or exceedingly compatible things.

I love it.

“Who wants to check the crater?” I turn to Group 4.

Huh, why are they giving me those expressions? Aren’t they curious?

            


Chapter 330 - Start of the 1st tournament


                POV Tess Hansen

Nat and the others stand around the crater created by his skills. “A small accident”, he calls it. Kim and Lily are following close behind, though I notice that he seems to be a bit disappointed.

“I thought it would be a bigger explosion. Was most of the mana wasted? Or is it…” he mumbles under his breath.

Well, it’s Nat, so I’m not even surprised, as I observe the crater and remember the explosion and how far away we were when we felt its effect.

Could I have created something like this? Probably not, I mostly focus on increasing single-target damage, that’s why I picked the Potency mana upgrade. Nat could probably do similar damage to a single target, but I believe that mine is stronger; it’s just that his skills and their applications are… exotic.

As I watch Lily and Kim follow him like little ducklings, I can’t help but smile. It feels nice for the group to be together once more.

“That’s a nice smile,” Maya says as she stands by my side.

“Thanks,” I say, smiling at her as well. “It’s nice to have the band all together, well, most of us.”

“Dennis and Aaron will be back soon, and then it is group 4 at full power once again. After months,” Maya sighs and looks at Biscuit as he floats around Isabella, who, with a serious expression, tells him that she could create a crater like this as well.

“Yes, and when they get back, it’ll be us against the world once again,” I say.

“Heh, so silly.”

“I know, right? So what do you think of this?” I ask, gesturing at Nat.

“The crater or the guy?”

“The guy. Things like the crater are old hat at this point, and they come as a package with him.” As I say that, I declare the space around Maya and me as mine, preventing our conversation from leaking out.

He notices right away as I create the field, and a golden light flashes in his eyes before he turns back to Kim and continues to explain something.

“He seems a bit more approachable. Even his expression is softer when he talks to the others,” Maya says.

“So, it’s not just me.”

“You know him better, so what do you think?”

I take a moment to think about the answer, “Nat is… well, his upbringing has been a bit difficult, so he likes to close himself off and keep to himself. I think having to take care of his disciple on the 5th floor has helped him realize a few things.”

“I can imagine that with the way the system chose our disciples. Mine was way too similar to me, Tess; it was almost scary. As if I was seeing myself as a kid. How was yours?”

“Mine was the same. It was like looking in a mirror, but I’m happy for that. It made me realize how cute I used to be and how well I’ve grown,” with a smile, I poke her side and then dodge her playful attack.

I continue, “As for our walking bomb, I’m happy to see him like this. You might laugh at me, but I think out of all of us, he might be the most normal person here.”

Maya shoots a few small mana projectiles at me, and I evaporate them with my lightning.

Unbelieving, she lifts her eyebrow, “I know he keeps saying that, but Tess, you at least, should know better than to fall for it. The guy is bonkers. But now then, do you still have that snack you stole from the Butler? I will trade you a few rare-grade mana stones for it.”

 







 

I partially filter out Min-Jae’s and Lily’s conversation and examine the crater once more.

How is it so small!

From the way the shockwave hit us, I expected the damage to be bigger. There was no implosion either.

Did most of it get sent upward? Is the rock here more durable? Was there too much mana for an implosion to occur, maybe it was the lack of negative pressure?

The smaller crater could also be because it was just compressed mana without any skill infusions or instructions. That could be it.

As for the crown and black mana, I’ve already thought about what went wrong. It’s highly likely that the crown should dominate mana, maybe even the black stuff; it’s just that the level is too low or, maybe I used too much mana when I created the black orb. Both of these problems seem to be similar in nature so in the future, they could probably work pretty nicely together.

Imagine a crown infused with black mana absorbing the mana from the attacks being thrown at me and filtered through the crown to change the frequency so that I can use said mana. Later on I might be able to use the crown as a medium to absorb ambient mana.

I already have a few ideas, inspired by the ethercrystal shortsword I got from that guy, Elydor. I wish I could meet him one more time… to talk.

The combination won’t be viable for a while yet. Pushing black mana into the crown gave it easier access to my own mana. It continued to absorb my mana even through the Mantle and my natural barrier, it usually wouldn’t be capable of that, at least not at this level.

Then it even absorbed mana from my Mana Reservoir and I find that highly interesting. Very, very interesting.

Damn, this shit is going to be good. I just need some training and levels.

That’s when Lily moves closer and pokes my side.

I don’t let her know, but I carefully strengthen my body and even then I feel it. Once again, I’m reminded of the physical power of the muscle heads in group 4. The heretics that didn’t go full mana.

“You said you missed us, did you mean me as well?” she asks carefully.

But I can see where she’s going. She knows the answer but wants to hear me say it out loud. I don’t mind all that much, it’s not that difficult to say, but something in the way this petite girl looks at me makes me want to tease her.

“Oh, yes, I missed Biscuit,” I answer before turning around, and heading to the bottom of the crater.

“H-hey!” she shouts and quickly follows me, nearly immediately appearing by my side with a quick movement.

Did she use [Sacrifice] or is it her own strength?

“So you said you upgraded your Constitution?” I say changing the subject.

She pouts for a moment, but happy even for that conversation she answers, “Yes! It will make my body much tougher. But the main reason is that the stronger the body I have, the more I get from [Sacrifice].”

Lily is still somewhat awkward. We haven’t seen each other in weeks so it will take a bit to get as comfortable around each other as before, but it’s also fun to see her struggle.

Am I the bully here? Am I the asshole as Earth’s future Absolute declared so long ago and my first minion confirmed?

“Any improvements to your usage of the skill or [Reconstruction]?”

Her eyes shine at the opportunity and she gestures for me to look.

She uses her skill and slowly her face changes, her nose becomes a bit longer, her cheeks sharper and even the shape of her eyes changes. Her lips grow bigger and her chin moves too.

In the end, there is a small but clear resemblance to Tess.

“I can reconstruct my body and face a bit. Though I don’t know how to change the color of my hair, yet, but I will get there,” she declares proudly.

Is she using such a top-notch skill to do magical plastic surgery? Did she spend her time on the 5th floor learning that? What the heck? If she is going to waste such a great healing skill like that she should give it to me!

“All those small changes taught me a much greater degree of control. I leveled so much!” She says quickly after seeing my expression.

Oh, that makes a bit more sense.

“And look!” Without any hesitation, she rolls up her sleeve, and a dagger made of gray mana forms in her hand, just before she cuts her arm off at the elbow.

The gray mana in the dagger then lashes out at the arm as it passes, disintegrating it. Min-Jae, standing nearby, pauses whatever he was doing and has an expression I can understand.

I watch as with visible speed, Lily’s arm grows back. She doesn’t use [Sacrifice], it’s just her healing skill, and it only takes her a few seconds.

The petite girl smiles cutely, “I can control [Disintegration] a bit more, and if I want, I can ensure anything the skill touches becomes more difficult or nearly impossible to heal. Well, it’s not like I need it that much. Usually, when I hit something with [Disintegration], it dies, so anti-healing isn’t needed.”

“Hehe, I see.”

“That’s cool, right?”

“Very cool, Miss Lily! And yes, I missed you as well.”

“Oh,” a slight blush appears on her face. “Nice try!” she giggles. “But I’m still mad at you for leaving me alone. I can understand, Tess explained it to me, but I can’t help it!”

Should I deploy the hug strat? She is weak against it. But somehow, that feels cheap, “That’s fine with me. Let’s just give it time, and we will see.”

After a short silence, she answers, “Yes, let’s do that.”

It looks like the 5th floor helped her. She seems to have calmed down a bit and she’s not as clingy. That’s good to see.

(Food!) a message sounds in our heads.

“We’re coming,” I shout back and gesture for Lily and Min-Jae to follow me.

As we get out, we rejoin the others who already made a small circle around Isabella’s fire orb, taking out food and water.

Tess starts talking first, “We now don’t need as much food or water as we did on Earth, hell we can last days without it, but let’s be careful. It seems like food is going to be scarce here, that is if we don’t want to eat the monsters, and most of them don’t seem very tasty. As for water, we haven’t found any yet, so let’s go over our reserves.”

“Water shouldn’t be a problem.” I show Tess my epic water bottle. It’s filled with multiple swimming pools worth of water that I filtered in the Sanctuary.

Hearing my explanation, she says. “See if you can use it. The system might have blocked its use.”

When I do so, it works just fine.

“Great, so the water won’t be a problem, and with the food we have, we should be able to last comfortably for multiple weeks.”

(Food!)

“A week or two less if we have to feed Biscuit as well,” Min-Jae jokes, and I’m sure he gets called an asshole for that by our cute doggo. Deservedly so.

Biscuit wobbles on his short legs in front of me. His expression gives the impression that he’s asking if I can believe such rude behavior, and then he climbs into my lap. There, I sneakily feed him a few small pieces of the dried deer meat I made on the 5th Floor.

Slowly, hours pass, and the tournament is coming closer. Everyone takes a few hours of sleep while others keep watch, and stories are told.

We joke, we tease each other, and we fight over whose disciple is stronger or cuter. We theorize about how we will find them or get the coordinates to their worlds.

Even in the cold area and lit by light from the stars only, it feels somewhat cozy.

Biscuit’s small body is comfortably warm and heavier than before. Lily is sneaking and moving closer to me. Maya teases Min-Jae, and Sophie refuses to leave Isabella’s side. Noodle seems to be annoyed by that but doesn’t show any aggression towards her. Smart small danger noodle.

But the happiest of all seems to be Tess. She is quiet most of the time, but she has that smile on her lips as her golden hair seems to shine in the starlight.

So we wait, and then the notification finally comes.

 

Congratulations on your 1st year in the tutorial!

The tournament preparations have been concluded.

During the duration of the tournament of the 5th round of the tutorial, all Floor quests will be put on hold.

The tournament will have a 7-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 1st tournament of the 5th round of the Earth’s tutorial?

Yes/No

 



“Does it mean side quests can still be done?” Sophie asks. “Or maybe it will pause the floor fully, and all natives and monsters will disappear?”

“It’s possible that side quests will still be available for people who decide not to enter the tournament,” Tess joins in. “That would mean that the system will either block the progression of Floor quests or remove the natives or places you need to visit for them. It should be capable of that.”

“The seven-day duration is interesting as well,” I say, adding my piece. “That probably means there will be one long event or we’ll have multiple events.”

Min-Jae asks, “Do you think there will be any duels or will it be something else? What if we aren’t able to meet each other, and only see each other during the duels?”

“In that case, I want to apologize ahead of time. I won’t hold back,” Tess says, smiling brightly.

 



Please decide in the following 30 seconds if you would like to join the tournament.

 



“Someone’s impatient,” Sophie sighs and then grabs Isabella’s hand. “In case we get split, try to find me, okay? I will be using our signal if that happens.”

“I have Noodle; I will be safe, Soph!”

“First place is mine,” I tell Tess.

“We shall see,” she says, returning my gaze.

The time ticks down, and with a small bag of a few important items and a damaged arcane ax in my hand, I click yes. The rest of the things stay on this floor, buried deep underground and hidden to be retrieved when we come back.

I don’t even feel the effects of the teleportation and find myself in a different place. The bright sun makes me squint my eyes.

Around me, I hear small birds sing, the sky is beautifully blue, and the gentle breeze moves through the leaves of the trees all around me. The air smells like summer.

Then I sense a presence behind me.

Mana rushes through my already strengthened body, and I swing the ax in my hand, ready to redirect it if needed.

As my body tilts, my shifting point of view reveals a thin girl with messy brown hair and lively eyes.

She ducks under the ax and tries to stab me with the dagger in her hand. It’s a playful move, but extremely quick.

Kinetic energy explodes into the area around me, and sensing that, she aborts the attack. With an even higher speed and three nimble jumps, she moves behind just out of reach. In the process, she easily dodges the few small orbs I launch at her.

Then there she stands, her lively eyes observing me. There is no text over her head, identifying her as one of the other tutorial attendees.

But just the way she hid her mana from me is scary. I couldn’t feel it until she was nearly touching me. Even now, as I look at her, she is barely different from the tree next to her when it comes to sensing her presence. And that speed.

“Who are you?” I ask.

Lowering her guard, she just shrugs her shoulders. Then she lifts up one of her fingers gesturing for me to wait and nimbly moves towards one of the bushes and breaks off a small thin branch.

She takes a few steps closer, not worried at all, and draws into the dirt on the ground.

(;-_-)ノ

Haaa, is no one here normal?

“Tacita?” I ask.

She nods energetically, happy for my guess, her brown hair bouncing around her head as she does so.

 



The tournament is a competitive base, but also an opportunity to meet your fellow tutorial attendees.

In one day the events will start, until then please enter the common area.

There are no monsters or natives, allowing other tutorial attendees to get to know each other.

Death is impossible on the tournament floor.

Enjoy your first tournament!

 



I look at the woman next to me who is still reading the notification. She is the first Beyonder I’ve met other than Tess and Lily, so I’m curious. So far she is the same as she was in the Community and refuses to talk. She only uses emoticons.

My theory that I’m the most normal here is getting stronger even as I meet more and more people.

“I’m Noname, you may have seen me talking in the Beyond community.”

She nods a few times and does some hand signs. Sign language? Is she mute?

Seeing my expression, she just smiles weakly, as if not expecting me to understand.

Well, it doesn’t matter that much. The tournament has finally started and even though it’s not what I expected, I feel myself getting excited.

I can’t wait to see people from Hell and other difficulties.

 







 

POV Tess Hansen

We got split again. At this point it’s starting to get annoying how often the tutorial does this.

“Hello friend, my name is Gareth. I’m happy to finally see someone outside of my group,” the man in front of me smiles friendilly.

He is tall, muscular, and has a face that seems like the kind you see on superheroes. The man is wearing full plate armor made of silver metal. I don’t see any weapons on him, but the armor itself feels like it’s at least mid epic grade.

“Hello Gareth, I’m Sset, we’ve spoken.”

“Oh, a fellow Beyond explorer!” he says excitedly. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I hope we get along!” he says energetically and with a smile.

Right away I know Nathaniel is going to hate this guy.

 







 

POV Lily Chen

The man in front of me doesn’t move. Even his expression is neutral. But the way he stands makes me put my guard up.

Even though he is missing his right arm judging by the empty sleeve where it once was, he feels very dangerous. And there is a beautiful sword on his hip. The sword is broken, and half of the blade’s missing, yet he’s still carrying it.

His face is calm, even pretty, he has a small birthmark under the left corner of his left eye. He has long black hair tied into a ponytail and very light green eyes.

“Are you a healer?” he asks.

 How does he know that?

“And if I am?”

“Then I will ask you to restore my arm. If you are capable of that, I’m willing to offer a trade.” He pauses, his eyes observing me, “Are you his healer? Grumpy?”

I get ready to use [Sacrifice], “Savant?”

His expression changes and he nods.
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And that’s the end of another chonky chapter.

Thanks for reading and commenting. Have a nice weekend!
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Chapter 331 - Channeler


                I decide to land rather than fly any further, and once I have I proceed to walk uphill towards some buildings I saw when I was flying earlier. Tacita seems to be amazed by my ability to fly and even claps for me when I land.

As we walk, she seems to become a bit more comfortable, neither of us making any attempt to speak. That makes me realize that I may have found a kindred spirit, a fellow introvert. 

We take the time to enjoy the nice weather and the pretty forest as we pass by. Even the sound of the birds is calming, It reminds me of Earth. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if this floor was made specifically to resemble Earth.

As I’ve been checking the tournament status, I’ve noticed something interesting.

Participants in the tournament:

Easy difficulty - 1290

Normal difficulty - 802

Hard Difficulty - 231

Hell difficulty - 31

Beyond - 6

When I compare it to the numbers I saw the last time, I come to the conclusion that a few people from Hell difficulty are missing, a few scores of people from Easy and Normal difficulty are not here, and only one person is missing from Beyond. Tess, Lily, Tacita, and I are here and Savant and Gareth aren’t likely to skip out. So the 1st Beyonder probably decided not to join.

I find that interesting and wonder what kind of reason he could have.

Tacita catches my attention and gestures to me in sign language, then points in a direction.

When I search the area with my senses, I notice a presence belonging to a couple of people who seem to have mana signatures on the weaker end of the scale. Unfortunately, it seems like I’ll be meeting more people before I can regroup with the others and let them deal with it.

Still, I’m curious, so I head in their direction, followed by the thin young woman.

I take notice as she moves extremely quietly. She makes not a single sound as she walks, releasing no mana at all. She’s even suppressing her heat signature and I can’t sense her heartbeat either. It’s as if she is not there. And that fascinates me.

“Hello!” Shouts a blonde man with gentle brown eyes, waving at us with a smile as he rushes to meet us as another man follows behind him. “What do you think of the tournament? Seems promising, doesn’t it?” he inquires.

I don’t respond and Tacita doesn’t seem to be any more forthcoming than I, and upon seeing this he chuckles nervously. The young man is extremely handsome. By that, I mean supermodel level handsome. Like damn, isn’t it illegal for a man to look like that? He could easily work as a model or an actor.

Good for him.

It pisses me off. Should I bully him?

“I’m Channeler from Easy difficulty and this is Oren from Normal difficulty!”

Oh… damn.

“I’m Noname from Hell and this is Tacita, also from Hell.”

“Noname!” his eyes widen and he takes a few steps closer and his bearing changes a bit. Like a chameleon, he adapts to his surroundings and he almost seems to shift his behavior specifically to deal with me.

I’ve spoken to Channeler the most out of anyone else from Easy difficulty, and from what he’s said, he’s been putting as many points into mana as he can get away with. Of course, not to the same extent as me, but even that small fact serves to raise my esteem for him by multiple degrees over the majority of the others.

In a calmer voice, he continues, “It’s such a coincidence to meet you here. I want to thank you for all the advice you’ve given me. I appreciate it and I’m happy to meet a kindred spirit,” he smirks and reaches out to me with his right hand.

I grab and shake the offered hand, “It’s fine.”

“As you say! But damn, you two from Hell difficulty are really good at hiding your mana, I can’t sense it at all!”

I decide not to complain about his awkward attempts at probing our mana. It’s not smooth at all, and the feeling is more reminiscent of a lash from a wet towel than a subtle probe.

“Don’t mind Tacita, she doesn’t like to talk,” I tell him when I see he is looking toward her.

Quickly understanding, he nods, “Noted. Though Noname, you’re fairly close to what I was imagining. Though I did expect you to be missing more pieces from the way Grumpy trashed your passive in the Community.”

“Grumpy likes to joke.” For the moment, I’ve decided to avoid pushing for any more information. I want to ask for his level, skill levels, and a lot of other things like the rarity of gear and such. But I kind of like the guy, though I only really know him from the Community, and it would be rude to ask such personal questions about his power level.

I’ll find someone to ask later. There is no need to hurry with a whole free day before the events start. And Channeler seems useful, really useful. He seems to be extroverted, but he seems to have a knack for reading people and adjusting his behavior.

A high-level extrovert class like Tess.

He could be useful in the future. Especially with his face. People tend to be more trusting of a person with spades of confidence and a pretty face. I will have to point him out to Tess.

As we walk, he continues the conversation, never too much, just a simple sentence here and there. Even Tacita seems comfortable, and the other guy whose name I’ve already forgotten is trailing behind.

“I wonder what the events will be like. There’ll be duels for sure. Surely someone from Hell is going to win. Or maybe we’ll be separated by difficulty.”

“There’ll probably be events for each difficulty as well, it wouldn’t be fair if the system put someone from Easy difficulty against someone from Hell.”

He nods, “That’s true. I wonder how many Easy difficulty people you would need to beat one of you from Hell.”

Then he asks about mana, and I find myself talking a bit more, it’s certainly a subject that I enjoy. So I give him advice and explain some things. Honestly, it feels almost like explaining things to Vega all over again, and in honor of my good mood, I also give him a small mana stone with inscriptions for training. 

“But that’s a rare grade mana stone, are you sure you want to give it to me?” Channeler asks carefully.

“Just take it, It would sell for a few shards at most. It’s almost not worth it.”

“What do you mean it’s not worth it? Do you know how rare items like this are in Easy?” He pauses, seeing my expression, “I can only guess you don’t. I can tell you that I’ve only ever seen one a few times, and I don’t think anyone from Easy has a rare grade weapon or armor.”

“But it’s only 200 shards to buy in the system shop,” I note.

“Noname, I have 150 shards and I’ve been saving up ever since we started the tutorial.”

I check my shards.

Shards: 64,725

Am I rich?

“Okay, let’s make a deal. If we meet people, you make sure they don’t annoy me, and I’ll buy you some rare gear before the tournament ends. You can even pick something in upper rare grade.”

He stays quiet for a while and then quietly asks, “There are more grades within the rare grade?”

That poor guy. “Yes, there are low, mid, and upper grades within each grade. It doesn’t matter if it’s rare, epic, or arcane.”

“A-arcane? Epic?”

Oh boy.

“Ignore that for now. I will give you a rare grade item if you tell me what level…”

“I’m level 43! My highest level skill is level 8, it’s one of the highest in my group! I have three active skills and two passives!” He seems to be proud, even happy at the level he reached.

I stop him before he can continue. If he continues, I will only pity him more. “Okay, that’s enough. Here, take this,” out of my bag I take a low rare amulet that creates a barrier around the user.

Channeler just stares at it as he holds it in his hand. It’s as if he can’t believe I actually did it, and his eyes move as he keeps reading the description.

Under his nose, he smiles weakly, “Of course, the economy is different for people from Hell. Thank you,” he says when he lifts his eyes up.

This time his voice is calmer and even his expression changes, “Noname, I wonder, are you looking for a colleague? Once we get out of the tutorial.”

Oh? Interesting character, is he not?

“I will introduce you to Sset; she deals with things like this,” I say, deciding to dump him on Tess. It might add a bit of work to her plate, but I will make sure to pay her back. I always do.

“Thank you.” Channeler smiles, and I look away. It should be illegal for men to be so handsome. I don’t consider myself bad-looking, but this?

I glance at him again, and he still has a small smile on his lips. His blonde hair is messy, but with his face, even that looks good. The lighting is perfect as well as if he were framed in time, waiting for someone to take a photo to put on a fashion magazine.

It pisses me off. Should I take the amulet I gave him?

“Let’s go,” I order.

Then I take the lead, with Channeler right behind and the other guy from Normal difficulty nearby. Tacita follows at the tail, stopping from time to time, to enjoy the breeze with closed eyes, only to rejoin us with a few nimble steps.

A Dexterity build? Maybe some kind of assassin judging by how subdued her presence is. I just hope she doesn’t have an invisibility skill; that would be too much. My plan to declare invisibility illegal is still in effect. Anyone who uses one will be punished, and monsters with Phantom in their name will be killed on sight.

As we move closer, more people join our group, each welcomed in turn by Channeler, who seems to have great social skills and a never-ending well of energy. He is friendly, but not too nosy, and sometimes even mentions that I’m from Hell difficulty, which seems to take care of anyone who might become a problem.

Yup, I need to tell Tess to hire him; this guy will make a great shield… face of… Well, of whatever we need. Maybe Tess will decide to found a guild when we return to Earth. Maybe she’ll even take over a country or two. Channeler, as of now, seems like the perfect person to be our public face. Handsome people sure have it easy.

That’s also when we meet the first people from Hard difficulty. Two guys in decent-looking armor.

When Channeler talks to them, they laugh at him and push him away before he mentions this growing group of people has members from Hell.

“Nice picnic you guys have here. But aren’t you too friendly, walking around and holding hands?” one of them laughs. “This is a tournament, for fuck’s sake, so fucking act like it!”

His other friend smirks like a man who’s used to throwing his weight around. Coincidentally they stop near Tacita, who has her eyes closed, enjoying the sun’s warmth on her face. When they enter her reach, she opens her eyes and tilts her head curiously.

“What are you looking at, scrawny? Want to get punched in the face?” he steps closer, reaching his hand to put it on her shoulder. “People with weak presence like you should…”

Before he says anything else, Tacita’s hand moves like a flash; only I seem to be able to follow the motion, and even then barely so.

The surprised man staggers back and opens his mouth to shout something. Instead of words, bloody foam escapes his mouth, and he just now realizes there is a dagger embedded in his neck and grabs it. In sheer horror, his eyes expand.

The guy with him shouts and moves to attack, but Tacita’s hand flashes again, and he falls to the ground. Surprised, he looks behind himself to find his legs severed right below the knee.

As they start screaming, Tacita turns to me and shrugs. Then she takes a swift step and pulls the dagger from the man’s neck. While the man twitches and thrashes around, she wipes most of the blood from the blade on his clothes before putting it away.

With interest, I watch as the wound starts healing at a high speed. The wound on his neck closes in a matter of seconds, and he quickly regains color in his face. The man keeps holding his neck, looking at Tacita with a terrified expression and gasping for breath.

So it looks like there is something to the statement that it’s impossible to die here, but is it really? It seems like you can wound people. So what if you cut off a head or explode their entire body?

The other man watches as his severed legs crumble to dust, leaving part of his pants and his shoes on the ground. From his wounds, a new pair of legs start to grow in a matter of seconds.

When I look at people from Easy and Normal difficulty, they seem to be even more scared than the two men from Hard difficulty.

I turn to Channeler, “Let’s continue. I want to rejoin my group in the common area.”

            


Chapter 332 - Common area


                By the time we reach the common area, our group consists of a hundred or so people. Channeler, meanwhile, proves himself to be even more reliable than I expected and manages to keep anyone from bothering me. He’s either seen through my personality or he’s scared of somebody pissing off Tacita and I.

At one point, I hear a weird noise from above, and when I look up, I see a drone flying by.

The heck?

Without thinking, I push myself up and fly towards it, and stop to observe it.

It’s a drone from Earth, that much I can tell. It’s on the larger side and probably represents an investment of a few thousand dollars. As it floats there, making its unmistakable noise, its camera moves and looks right at me. The drone then moves up and down as if I’ve startled the operator, and then the camera looks down under my feet and then back up at me.

I am willing to bet 10,000 shards that the owner is someone from Easy difficulty. Those guys seem to have the easiest time. What’s next? A helicopter? A yacht? I wouldn’t be surprised.

So, I snatch the drone, land, and turn it upside down, which causes the propellers to stop spinning. The camera continues to move and look around.

“You can fly?” Channeler asks, welcoming me with a shocked expression on his face.

“A bit. Can you carry this? I will give you an uncommon item,” I offer.

“Will do, boss!” the handsome man says, immediately taking the drone with a big smile.

As we pass through the tree line and enter the clearing on top of the mountain, the view opens up to reveal hundreds of people already moving around.

The clearing is massive, encompassing a few dozen grassy hills, both small and large. There are plenty of buildings. Some are small, and others are a bit bigger, and not unlike towers in their construction. Perhaps they’re meant to be a place for us to sleep between events?

There are more things of note, but just seeing the sheer amount of people having conversations around us is starting to tire me out. They talk, and some even proceed to fight, flashes of mana erupting into the air. Someone screams, and I hear a baby crying nearby. Did a baby somehow find their way into the tutorial, or did somebody give birth in the tutorial?

It’s all weird. Even though they are all real people from Earth right now, they don’t feel all that different from the natives.

I examine that feeling a bit more but have to stop when I notice a car in the distance.

A goddamn jeep with solar panels on its roof. And next to it are two more off road vehicles with solar panels plastered over the body. They are worn and slightly damaged, but they still seem to be fully operational.

What the actual fuck. How did they even get here with those hills?

As I probe the area with my senses and head toward the signatures representing my group, only Channeler and Tacita follow.

Passing through the people, I hear music playing nearby, either from a smartphone or a stereo. It all makes sense given that the other difficulties seem to be much safer. Some people probably made it into the tutorial while they were camping and got to keep all their gear. Some probably even got teleported while they were in a shop and took a big chunk of it with them.

It’s just that for us from Hell, we have nothing left from Earth. No clothes, no phones, not even rings. All of it was either damaged, destroyed, lost, or had to be left behind. Yet there are people with cars, drones, solar panels, and smartphones.

I even notice an older guy moving around with a camera and recording everything. He is wearing clothes similar to the ones I saw on the second floor, and there is a sword on his hip. But he’s holding a goddamn modern camera.

Deciding I’ve had enough, I push further, but after a few steps, I stop and backtrack. My head slowly turns to the right, and there I see a young woman holding a chocolate bar and carefully opening it while talking to the people around her, all of them seemingly from the same group.

I take a few steps and enter their camp, which immediately gets their interest, and a few of them stand up, mana rushing through their bodies.

They are so weak.

“What do you…”

“I will trade a rare item for that chocolate,” I say straight away.

“What?”

“Two rare items, and even more if you have anything else I want.”

Channeler stares at me with an expression that is almost funny, but I put my attention on the woman. “So?” I ask.

“Are you serious?” the older man with a beard answers instead of her and moves closer. I identify their group as either Normal difficulty or Easy. Hmm, maybe I could go up to an epic item for trade. I’m totally willing to do that. I still have a few smaller epic items I didn’t sell to the shop, so I wouldn’t be losing much. I can sell these items for 1500-2000 shards each at most.

In answer to his question, I nod, and their group quickly puts their heads together, and a passionate conversation ensues. It takes a minute, and slowly they become louder, arguing.

When the man turns back to me, he says, “We can trade you three bars. One of them has melted, another is past its expiration date, and the last one has a small hole in the package. We also have a pack of marshmallows, two bottles of soda, and a package of crackers. Those are in perfect state.”

Sounds good for a start, but I will get more; let’s just flash some of my riches, “Okay, what do you want?”

He seems to be thinking for a while, but before he can say anything, shouting erupts behind us, “That’s my drone! Can you…”

Without turning, I use [Redistribution] to grab hold of the man shouting about the drone along with the rest of his group. Each of them freezes mid-movement, unable to talk or move, though I allow them to blink and breathe.

“So?” I say, nudging the man.

He looks between the newcomers and me and gulps, “At least a few rare items. I don’t think you will find that many of them…” he tries to apologize for the high price.

But I’ve already stopped listening, and I take five rare items from my bag. One pendant, two mana stones with interesting defensive inscriptions. Then a dagger I’ve been researching and a ring that provides the wearer with a weak disruptive attack.

“Here,” I say, handing him the items.

His group moves closer, all of them excitedly reading the descriptions. They barely hide how happy they are with the items and hand me all the promised items, even adding an extra package of gummy bears.

Saying goodbye, I turn to the drone man and release him from my skill’s hold, causing him to stagger.

After a bit of silence, he just asks, “Can I have my drone back? Please.”

I gesture to Channeler, who hands him the drone, and after exchanging a glance with Channeler, he asks instead of me, “Now that you have your drone back, I wonder, do you have any more items from Earth? Sweets, other technology, drinks, foods. My boss over here is willing to trade. He pays in rare items and might offer even more if what you have is worth it!”

With fascination, I watch as Channeler quickly assesses the situation and slips into his new role. Under his social skills and innocent handsome face, the nervous drone owner quickly calms down, and his eyes start glowing with greed as he thinks about what he could trade.

Group 4 can wait. Baller Nat is going to buy some stuff.

 







 

It takes a few hours longer. During that time, Channeler finds two of his friends from Easy difficulty and sends them to scout with the promise of rare items as payment.

While they go through the place, I stand off to the side and observe the people there. There are hundreds of them scattered about. People from every difficulty from Hell to Easy.

There are small fights, there are celebrations, and a number of them just take advantage of the opportunity to speak with each other, no one’s gotten too aggressive yet. I also notice groups of people from higher difficulties moving about, to break up the fights in an attempt to establish some degree of order.

It’s all fascinating to watch.

Channeler, walking next to me, stops anyone who tries to engage me in conversation, and even Tacita seems content to follow us, enjoying the shield that is the man from Easy difficulty.

I do not talk to her, and that seems to make her more comfortable, and I don’t mind. I do keep a tentative eye on her though, I’m still curious about her skills and levels. She’s made it into Beyond as well, and her short clash with those men only provided me with more questions.

So, we move from place to place, and I use my bag full of valuables to buy a few more things. A smartphone with a number of songs on it and a small solar panel I can use to charge it, the most expensive of them all. Then there are the sodas, processed foods, and sweets from Earth.

Someone offered to sell me a Jeep as well, but I have no need for it. At the moment, I’m sure most of group 4 can move at speeds higher than that car.

There is also a short conflict when a few guys from Normal difficulty attempt to make similar trades and try to interfere with mine.

Wanting to test them, I only use mana to strengthen my body a bit, and after a short clash, they find themselves on the ground, with broken legs. Their wounds heal quickly, and I learn nothing of note from them.

So, I take over and lead us to my companions, and gradually we reach a nice spot on the edge of the common area. There below a set of nice trees in comfy-looking grass, sit the members of Group 4.

“You’re late, Noname,” Tess welcomes me.

“I come bearing gifts,” I gesture at the things being carried by the guys from Easy difficulty.

They set them on the grass and stand there awkwardly. The poor guys are too shy to ask for their promised rewards! Either that or they are too scared.

“Good job, boys.” I take two rare items from my bag and present them with them.

They look at it for a moment and rush away while thanking me.

When I turn to Channeler, I notice that he is looking at group 4. Oh, I guess I haven’t introduced them yet.

“Sset, this is Channeler, he is super useful. We have to hire him sometime in the future if we have the opportunity.” As I say this, I gesture for Biscuit to come closer.

“Is he a model or something?” Maya asks, staring at the guy.

“I wanted to ask that too! Noname didn’t tell me the girls from group 4 were so beautiful!”

Half expecting the girls to react with annoyance, I look up. Instead, most of them seem to have an interesting expression on their face, happy for the compliment.

If anybody less handsome said that, it would be extremely cheesy. Yet from this guy, it’s been taken at face value.

The world is indeed, not fair.

“Biscuit, look what I bought.” While he sniffs near the bags, I take out a small package with a can of high-quality dog food. Just looking at it, I can guess that it’s probably more expensive than what most people usually eat on Earth.

At first, I’m worried he won’t like it, but to my surprise, he sniffs a few times and then starts nibbling on it, letting out cute wet noises as he devours the ground meat paste.

I sit there for a few seconds, listen to those noises, and enjoy a great ASMR experience. Then I pet him and stand up, heading over to the pair of blonde boys sitting nearby.

Aaron and Dennis have old clothes that are dirty and filled with holes, hell, they can barely be called rags. Dozens of wounds, burns, cuts, and bruises cover their bodies. The kind of things that would usually get taken care of by their natural healing.

I notice a mark on their forearms that seems to affect their natural regeneration, and the system doesn’t heal the wounds caused before entering the tournament.

“Is there a reason why Lily didn’t heal you?” I ask them.

Aaron answers, “If we return with healed wounds, they will punish us even more and start asking who healed us and how we removed the mark,” he shrugs.

“They?”

“Black Tower. The vice guild master didn’t like that we tried to escape a few times and likes to… to do this. His mark stops natural healing, and he will notice if we remove it.”

“I see.”

“I wanted to heal them, but Tess said it would cause more problems. I hate it, but we still don’t know where they are on the 6th floor.” Lily says as she approaches.

“We also asked her not to heal us, so don’t blame her,” Dennis looks at me, his blue eyes smiling even with the wounds covering his body.

Dennis’ disciple died. Aaron followed him to the 6th floor so that he wouldn’t be there alone, and then they got treated like this by a piece of sentient trash. Looks like I’m going to be busy after the tournament and someone will be very dead.

“I’m glad you two are otherwise ok. When we return to the 6th floor, we will find you. So just hold on until then.”

The two of them exchange a glance.

“We already have a plan, but we won’t mind the chance to fuck the guy up a little bit more with your help,” Dennis smiles brightly.

“Just that guy? The entire Black Tower is going in the trash,” I say.

“Even better! Maybe we can try to blow it up,” Aaron laughs as if he thinks I’m joking. So silly.

But anyway, “Have a welcoming gift.” I say, handing a snack to each of them. “I’m glad you are safe and… I’m sorry about your disciple, Dennis.”

After spending time with Vega, I have a hard time imagining how I would feel if she died, so the poor boy must have felt terrible.

He thanks me, somewhat taken aback, and then I move around Group 4, giving time to everyone in the group.

Biscuit, done with his food, floats over to me and boops my nose with his front paw. Isabella hugs me, and some of the other members are already stuffing their faces by the time I return to Tess.

“For you,” I tell Tess, handing her chocolate. “You like milk chocolate, right?”

“I would hug you for that, but Lily would get mad,” she says, accepting my offering and putting it away.

“I would not!” Lily protests, sulking nearby.

“In that case,” Tess says, swiftly moving closer and throwing her arms around me for a short hug, with a mischievous look on her face the entire time as she looks at Lily.

She quickly takes a step back after a second. “Anyway, Channeler left to find his group, so you had better pay him back later and throw in some extra. I would like to keep him around.”

“Planning to take over the world when we get back to Earth?”

“Just a few places with nice weather where our group can go on holidays. Will you help me with that?”

“If it’s not too annoying. Just point me at anyone you need to be beaten,” I answer, I even mean it.

“Sounds good! Anyway, was that girl following you who I think she is?”

“Yes, that was Tacita.”

To my answer, Tess nods, and Lily becomes curious, looking for the girl who’s already snuck off somewhere.

“I met Gareth, and Lily here bumped into Savant.”

Right away, I turn to Lily, who is looking up at me with a smile. “I healed his right arm in exchange for this.” The petite healer shows me a mana stone with an extreme amount of data inscribed inside, “It’s from the 2nd floor. Research notes on the use of regeneration-class skills, made by Champion Tristan and his disciple Hella, who was a healer.”

Oh, the guy who, according to the Floor quest, destroyed the world with the Sword of Aeons, the strongest mana battery in the world, and his unique skill [Dawn]. But how did Savant get his hands on it?

Lily smiles brightly yet somewhat shyly, “It’s useless to me; I’m already a good healer! But I got it for you; I know you have been trying to get an active healing skill or something similar. Savant asked me to regenerate his arm in exchange for this and I refused at first. Then he said I should agree and give the mana stone to you. He must have seen me complaining about your weak passive in the Community.”

Damn, has she been scammed by that guy already?

Still thankful, I take the stone and decide to pay her back later.

“But Nat, if you fight him, be a bit careful. We fought, and I lost. Of course, it was only because I wasn’t fully serious; I didn’t want to kill him!” she says defending herself and gesturing wildly, before slumping down and sighing, “But I got angry during the fight and used [Disintegration] on a reflex. He let it hit him and…”

That’s where I stop her, “No need to say more. I don’t want to know.” Even this is a big hint, and learning more would take some fun out of it. I would be able to prepare, and I might become able to win just because of that fact. But I don’t want to.

That guy has been someone I’ve wanted to fight for a long time, I’m always wondering which of us is stronger. And now, hearing that he resisted [Disintegration], I feel my hopes rising even further. This tournament will be fun.

            


Chapter 333 - Events for the 1st tournament


                “So, as I said, I recommend buying a Detachment token and using it to remove your skill’s upgrade. At least for your main skill.” I say.

“That shit costs a thousand shards. I’m not paying that to weaken my skill,” Maya says, looking up from the smartphone I bought, just to complain.

Then, having said what she wanted to say, she switches to the next song, and from the speaker of the phone, a cheery Japanese pop song starts playing, “Damn, I wish so much I could download something else.”

Tess takes the phone from Maya’s hand and increases the volume with a lively expression on her face, “I love it!”

When Maya tries to take the phone back, a red and white spark of lightning hits Maya’s hand.

That gives me an idea, “Do you think you could charge electronics with your lightning?” I ask Tess.

“Nat… it’s Primordial lightning, and I don’t think that’s how electronics work.”

“Not with that attitude.”

Aaron jumps into our conversation, “How much did it all cost you?”

“Twenty rare items, I think? Give or take,” I answer.

“Damn, how many shards do you have?”

“A bit over 60 thousand.”

“Oh, 6 thousand, not bad at all…”

“60 thousand.”

“6 thousand?”

“Sixty.”

“Sixty?”

“Sixty.”

(Food!)

“Sixty fucking thousand shards?”

“Sixty-four fucking thousand shards,” I say.

The expressions of everyone around are extremely amusing to watch, and I feel my energy refilling. Vega would call me an asshole, but I’m sure she would be proud of her rich master.

“Won’t you be able to buy an arcane item soon?” Min-Jae moves closer, looking at me while, as always, a dozen balls float around him as he practices.

“Nope, I’m saving for a passive.”

“If you have so many, you should just give me that damaged ax…” Maya tries.

“No.”

“Fuck,” she deflates.

I still have to study it. Later, I might even try to fix it. I’m curious what a low arcane item is capable of at its full power.

(Food?)

“If you really want it, I can give it to you, Biscuit,” I answer honestly.

At that, he burrows his head into my chest, and I continue to pet him. Such a good snuggly boy. The best doggo of the sixth… no, the best doggo of the tournament floor!

(Food.)

“Thank you, I’ll hold onto it. If you decide you want it, just ask.”

The others ignore our conversation, seemingly used to it already.

“So, what kind of person was Tacita?” Tess asks.

“Very quick, high dexterity. She also doesn’t hesitate to attack and snaps back easily. I think she has some kind of skills or traits helping her hide her mana signature, and she is hard to detect. Assassin type, for sure over level 200.”

“Sounds fun. Gareth, Savant, and her are probably the only ones capable of causing us any trouble.” Tess muses, “The others from Hell difficulty shouldn’t be too difficult to deal with, even though I’m surprised the First Beyonder isn’t here.”

She already knows about most of the things I’ve learned on the 5th floor, along with everyone else in our group.

My willingness to share seemed to surprise them a bit, but since then, they’ve opened up as well, sharing as much as they could to help us put it all together. Between the Pairing, the Floors, and the things they’ve been through.

“You met Gareth, right Tess? Tell us about him.” Lily asks.

“He’s pretty much the same as he is in the Community. He is friendly and non-threatening, but I think he is a healer. As for his disposition towards self-healing vs healing others, I couldn’t tell. His Constitution also seemed to be pretty high. He didn’t move quickly, nor did I feel that much strength from him. His mana was fairly normal as well.”

“So, a paladin build, perhaps a paladin of justice?” Aaron jokes.

“Or some kind of templar! Maybe he’s rounded out his skills with some disruptive attacks on the side,” Dennis adds smartly.

Tess just gives them a short look and a small smile, “I also met a few people from Hard difficulty. Samuel and some others from a group called Legion. They’re made up of soldiers and the people who follow them. You talked to them too, Nat.”

“I remember the guy. He seemed interested in speaking to people from Hell difficulty. Something about our responsibilities after we return to Earth.”

Tess nods, “Yes, that one. It looks like he took it seriously. He and his group have been moving all over the place, stopping fights and trying to recruit people, but I don’t know how successful he’s going to be.”

“And how many nationalities have you noticed? I don’t think Tacita is from America, and Channeler is probably from Canada. A few of the people from Normal and Easy difficulty were even from Europe or Asia.”

“Gareth is from Germany, even though his family is from Britain, they moved there when he was little.” Seeing my expression, she just shrugs. “He was really talkative. I also met a few smaller groups from South Korea and a bigger one from India.”

“We met a few guys from Japan and Poland, but most people seem to be from North America,” Aaron says.

Maya throws a piece of chocolate into her mouth and says, “I met a few guys from Texas.” She smirks, “They did have a lot of guns. Apparently, they got summoned while they were at a shooting range.”

“I don’t think guns are going to cause us much trouble,” Min-Jae says, seemingly excited at the thought.

Even then, I can’t help but agree with him. At this point, I don’t even think jets, tanks, or missiles could do much to anyone from Hell difficulty. It’s a fun thought. It could still be dangerous with a surprise attack using armor piercing ammo, so maybe it’s something to test out later.

“I saw a few women with a couple of babies, they can’t have been older than a few months,” Sophie says.

“That’s so damn dumb,” Maya shakes her head, “but I guess people from Easy difficulty would be like that. From what I saw, it’s a game for most of them, and they’re rarely over level 40.”

“I did talk with a few from Normal difficulty.” Sophie says, carefully moving Noodle so that Isabella doesn’t jostle him. In response, the white snake thankfully flickers his tongue. “People from Normal seem to be close to level 80, and apparently, people from Hard are a bit higher than that. But everyone seems to be slowing down their leveling.”

“With people from Hell being close to 150, and rare cases reaching closer to 200, there is quite a difference,” Tess breaks off another piece of chocolate and offers a piece to Min-Jae who’s sitting nearby, and he takes it thankfully.

“What level do you think we will be when we get out?” the young Korean boy asks.

Sophie answers, “I don’t think anyone will get to Champion rank, we’re probably a good way off from that. But I can imagine people from Hell and Beyond reaching somewhere within the range of 350 and 400 or close to it. People from Hard, anywhere from 200 to 300. Normal, 100-150, leaving Easy at 100 at the most.”

“I wonder how big a difference there is between someone at level 250 from Hell vs someone from Hard,” Lily asks. “I saw one healer from Hard difficulty. She was healing people in exchange for items. She wasn’t even able to regenerate limbs. Even Nathaniel’s pathetic healing passive is better.”

“The difference will be massive. We have better skills, we have better classes, and passives of a higher grade. I wouldn’t be surprised if we even get better traits. Plus, our skills are much higher in level,” I say, chipping in. “I’m willing to bet that I would have been able to beat a level 150 in Hard difficulty pretty easily at level 75.”

While we talk, I watch as the majority of the things I just bought slowly disappear, but today I don’t really mind. When they hesitate, I even open them on my own, and the bottles of sweet fizzy soda move around the group. Everyone seems to be smiling more than usual, even more than when we looted the kitchen in the manor back on the 3rd floor.

Isabella wakes up to the crackling of a pack of chips, proceeds to stuff her cheeks and moves closer to me while Sophie and Tess joke about the country we should take over when we get back to Earth. Apparently, the weather and the quality of food are the most important factors.

“Can I?” Izzy asks, moving closer as she looks at me.

I nod, and then I feel her [Empathy] connect to me.

Curious, I observe her expression, and the 11-year-old girl smiles at me, her green eyes shining brightly.

When she disconnects, she puts her arms around me in a hug and then pats my back, “You are much prettier than you were on the 1st Floor.”

“Really?”

“Yes!” she confirms, acting all smart. “It’s still not perfect, but very very slowly, you’re starting to feel like a hero.”

That amuses me even more, and she seems to notice that even without her skill.

“It’s not funny! I saw it on the internet. Some old guy said that Heroes are not born; they are made, and to me, you’re starting to look like a hero! You saved Soph and helped us so many times.” She explains.

Such a silly girl. One day I really want to see her interact with Vega.

Instead of responding to something so outrageous, I caress her head, almost trying to pull her non-existing horns, something I got used to doing.

“How was Seneca?” I ask her.

A mistake, I realize quickly, as Izzy spends the next two hours telling me about her adventures on the 5th floor and the time she spent with Seneca, her disciple.

It would be fine if she shared interesting information, but Izzy doesn’t know about the Veil, the Ignition Stations, the Champions, and natives. She mostly talks about her adventures and fights, about teaching her disciple, and other silly things. But being in a surprisingly good mood, I decide to let her talk for tonight while I sit back and listen.

At some point, the boys join as well, and Izzy gets Dennis to talk about his disciple who died.

Such cruelty surprises me, yet Izzy keeps asking with her childish honesty, seeming to have some hidden plan in mind. Aaron tries to stop her a few times, but she manages to talk over him with a fast stream of words each time, and slowly Dennis opens up.

He talks about his time on the 5th floor. How he was scared, how he was annoyed with his disciple, and how, as he slowly opened up, they started building a relationship.

He talks about their adventures and all the silly things. In detail, he talks about the time they found a hill with a beautiful view. He talks about getting scared by a tiny animal in the middle of the night.

Then he gets to the point when his disciple dies, and even though it feels cruel, Izzy keeps asking. And Dennis talks. When he cries, the little girl moves closer, taking his bigger hands into her smaller ones.

Isabella asks again, she makes him talk more and share it all. She doesn’t even use her skill to share his emotions with us, but it’s all out in the open for us to see.

No one talks over him, no one minds his tears; instead, people offer their support and listen to the quiet words he has to say.

That’s how we learn about his disciple, a young human girl called Draya with whom he spent such a short, yet impactful time.

By the time the night comes, Dennis seems as if a weight has fallen from his shoulders, and he hugs Isabella for a long time, whispering quiet words of thanks.

 







 

During the night, two of us keep watch while the others sleep. And one of those keeping watch happens to be me.

The place we’ve chosen to stay is a bit higher than the plain where the buildings and people are, and I watch the lights down there with abject fascination.

Every single person there is a real person from Earth, not a native of the floor. It’s still a weird feeling.

I listen as some cheer, celebrating late into the night, and making contact with others. Over two thousand people, are all in the same situation. They share information, they trade.

Of course, there are some fights, flames light up the sky, projectiles fly, and mana blazes up, but never anything too serious, they’re just small conflicts aiming to establish a pecking order.

Even then, a small group of stronger mana signatures moves to the conflict, stopping it and building up recognition early. People devoted to taking on that role even after returning to Earth.

I wonder if they are truly selfless or if it’s just a cold calculating move with the hope of saving work and time later.

 







 

When morning comes, half a day remains until the 1st event, but we finally get a notification from the system with the schedule.

Events for the 1st tournament of the 5th round of the Earth tutorial have been decided. They are as follows:

1st event - The Survival Domain

2nd event - The Siege of Aether Keep

3rd event - Avatar Confrontation

4th event - The Arena

5th event - Chronicle of the Past

The first event will start in 12 hours. More information will be shared soon.

            


Chapter 334 - WhiteWing


                “So, the events are Battle Royale, Tower Defense, Raid Bosses, Duels, and whatever the last event is,” Dennis declares confidently.

“You and your theories. Just wait a few hours, and the event will start,” Maya stretches, and we continue to walk between the buildings and the camps people have set up.

We’ve already found a house with a nice view to stay in, and Aaron, Sophie, and Izzy have stayed behind to watch over our things. The rest of us have decided to look around and gather some more information.

I secretly hope to meet BenDover and Sami, the guys from the Hell and Easy difficulty Communities. Finding them among so many people could be challenging, but a man can dream, right?

At some point, Tacita joins us as well. She appears out of nowhere, walking with our group, and scaring a few of our members when they notice her.

After I tell Lily who she is, Lily rushes to her and stops an arm’s reach away, “I’m Grumpy! I can heal you! Na… Noname said you can’t talk, and I’m a healer; I should be able to do it easily.”

At that, Tacita shakes her head.

“I don’t want anything for it; it’s really simple, and it doesn’t even hurt,” Lily then reaches her hand to touch the slim girl and stops, with a dagger held at her neck.

Quickly the mood changes, and the smile disappears from Lily’s face. 

“Take that dagger away before I tear your arm off,” our healer says calmly.

For a moment, she and Tacita look at each other before the mute girl smiles brightly and takes the dagger away.

To that, Lily calms down and says, “Sorry for trying to heal you without your consent.”

Tacita lifts her hands in the air, seemingly gesturing that it’s okay, and she gives a single short pat on Lily’s shoulder. Her mood improves even more when Lily gives her a piece of candy from my hunt.

Watching this exchange, I’m once more validated in my belief that I’m the most normal person here.

Also, as we walk, I’m validated that Biscuit is the most handsome boy in this round of the tutorial. We see some animals, and some of them even feel somewhat strong. A white cat, a crow following a man from Hard difficulty, a big pitbull. We even see some monsters. A horse with six legs, a bird with a wingspan more than twice my length, And a pack of six weasel-like creatures.

When Biscuit approaches them, seemingly out of curiosity, and then the animals and monsters start screeching out of pure fear. They tremble and don’t even try to run; instead, they step back and cower, growling quietly.

Each time, Biscuit just looks at them and then leaves.

It seems to disturb some of Group 4’s members, but I’m only proud. His greatness is showing even now.

“Did you notice that field?” I ask Sophie.

“Yes, and to be honest, it’s trash,” she says. “I can sense that multiple people collaborated on it, and it’s likely that they’re all from Hell difficulty.”

And I agree with her. The field covering the clearing is pretty weird. It’s nothing like Veil and it’s not even comparable to the barrier protecting the Bastion. The field in question is basically some sort of mana detector, meant to detect emissions over a certain level and send a signal and location to the creators.

“It’s probably Gareth,” Tess joins. “He said he was going to speak with Samuel, and that he felt like he had a point. So they, ‘re probably using it to police this place.”

We give her a questioning look, and she sighs, “Gareth told me before, like I said, he’s very talkative.”

“Well, it’s not like it is hard for them to take care of a few people. From what I’ve seen, I could deal with tens, maybe hundreds of Easy or Normal difficulty people fairly easily, and I could probably handle a good number of people from Hard as well,” Maya says.

The way she underestimates her powers feels weird. I myself am sure that I could wipe out everyone from Hard difficulty even if all 200 some odd people joined forces against me.

Following Tess, we reach a spot where a large group of powerful individuals have gathered. I can feel that much from their mana signatures. I switch to Sneaky Mode and observe like I used to back on the fifth floor.

The central part of this clearing is occupied by a huge white spacious tent with multiple open entrances. The inside seems to be well illuminated though it’s shielded from anything that might overwhelm the eye. It seems cozy, and the tent is big enough to fit a hundred or so people.

“Sset, my friend. I’m glad you made it,” a man says as he emerges from the tent, seeming to be the strongest in the group.

He seems to be around 40 years old, though he’s muscular and fit. There is a friendly smile on his face, and his jaw is probably sharp enough to cut glass.

The next thing I notice is the beautiful silver armor he is wearing. The armor looks heavy, made of thick plates of metal, and yet the man moves naturally. 

“Hello Gareth, these are Noname, Grumpy, Knight, StrongestOne, and NotAaron.”

The man’s eyes turn to me as he examines me for a moment, and then he smiles. “I’m happy to meet you as well, Noname and Grumpy. It’s always nice to see my fellow Beyond explorers. I also welcome you, Knight, StrongestOne, and NotAaron. Jakub and Maximillian seemed to speak with you quite often, and I’m sure they would be glad to meet you when they return.”

I once again have to remind myself that Jakub and Maximillian are Lootenant and Brainiac from the community. Gareth surely loves to continue to doxx everyone he meets. What a guy.

When he stops in front of me, I observe him and the hand he offers. He is doing it all so naturally, with a big smile on his face. I already feel his extrovert passive leeching off my reserves of social energy.

“I would like us all to be friends, Noname,” he says, pushing his hand even closer.

In the end, I shake hands with him just to make it stop, and he turns his attention to other members of group 4. He quickly greets everyone, gives out compliments, and asks about their experiences. And he does it all as if it was the simplest thing in the world.

What a monster.

When he moves to Biscuit, I expect our future animal overlord to growl at the man. Biscuit is really good when it comes to judging characters, and Gareth seems like a clear-cut B-movie villain pretending to be a paladin of justice. All so he can reveal himself as the villain in the final act.

But to my surprise, Biscuit barks softly and lets the man pet him a bit.

I… I don’t understand. As I start to use black mana to power [Focus] and think things over, Gareth turns to us all, “In the past few hours, the system has unlocked a number of buildings near the center of the common area.”

“Anything interesting?” Tess, sits opposite Gareth in a similarly comfortable position, as the rest of us plop down beside them.

At this point, it’s our extrovert against theirs, and I focus on listening.

“There are living quarters with plenty of rooms. They seem to be more luxurious than the ones on the edge, but they require payment in shards per night. The more expensive ones can run as high as several hundred shards per night. Some houses come with facilities for enchanting, smithing, and other basic needs. You can also rent more specialized facilities independently, without the house.”

Good, as it should be. A few hundred shards per night? I was worried the system lost its way. Being reminded that the system is a scamming asshole is always nice. Later, I will fly over to check the buildings and prices. It might be worth it to shell out a few shards as long as the view is nice.

Gareth continues, “There are also facilities that can be unlocked. These facilities provide access to basic metals and materials at a better price than the system shop. People from Hell or Hard difficulty have already made deals and combined shards to unlock facilities and purchase materials.”

“You can put your shards together?” Min-Jae asks, surprised.

“Oh, sorry for the confusion! It’s more like one person will pay for one day, another one for another day, and a third one might buy materials while they try to balance the expenditure.”

“That’s all good. So the system is giving us a chance to craft and smith items for the tournament, maybe even an opportunity to fix and create items to bring with us after the tournament?”

“Yes,” Gareth agrees. Even sitting there in his silver armor, he looks somewhat majestic. “There is also a tournament variation of the system shop that only allows items created, with materials from local shops to be auctioned off and sold to tournament participants.”

“How big a cut does the system take for the item sold?” I ask.

“How did you know the system takes a cut?” Gareth turns to me, surprised. “Did you already know about this?”

Knew it! System, you greedy little shit. Is it because the Ruler of Greed has something to do with you, or are you just set like that?

“I guessed from my experience with the system,” I respond.

“That makes sense, but nice catch. As you said, the system takes a 10% cut, which isn’t that bad considering the reduced cost of materials.”

I detect two presences moving closer, and two men enter the tent. One of them is slim and short with messy brown hair and seems to be somewhere around the twins’ age. The other appears to be somewhere around my age, maybe a bit younger, and he enters with a smile on his face.

The smiling red-haired man turns to us. “Group 4, the biggest Hell difficulty maniacs!” he declares.

“Maximillian, please, be nice to our guests,” Gareth says softly.

“Don’t worry, Gary, they’ve heard worse from me! I’m Brainiac, and this must be the best doggo of the… what is it now? The best doggo of the tournament floor? That’s what you guys have been calling him, right?” he moves and squats in front of Biscuit, offering him a hand for Biscuit to sniff.

Then I sense an exchange between them, and Brainiac, real name Maximillian, stands up, shouting, “He really talks!”

“Hello,” the boy with brown messy hair says, as he moves in with a friendly smile.

“Which one of you is Noname? I wanna see the legendary mana maniac.” Brainiac looks around, then following the looks of others, he stops at me.

He takes a few steps, “So, all the things I said before, I was joking, you know that, right? No hard feelings.” When he offers me his hand, I can’t sense any ill intent or dishonesty in his actions.

Taking another big blow to my social energy, I stand up and shake his hand. “It’s fine.”

“So, how much mana do you have?” he asks curiously. “Six, seven hundred?”

I check.

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 1015 + 1015

So I nod, “Something like that.”

“Max, it’s rude to ask about that,” with a sigh, Lootenant moves closer and pulls his red-haired friend away, “I apologize for Max. He’s a good guy but he can be annoying sometimes.”

“That’s okay.” Tess says, standing up with a smile on her lips, “I’m Sset, it’s nice to meet you in the flesh, Brainiac and Lootenant, or would you prefer Maximillian and Jakub?”

It’s amusing to see the two young men react to the pretty, tall, and blonde Tess. Lootenant seems to even blush, and Brainiac is taken aback, his eyes moving up and down Tess’s figure.

With interest, I wait to see how long Tess will let him continue before she zaps him, but unfortunately, it doesn’t get to that point.

Tess introduces Lily, Min-Jae, Dennis, and Maya.

Unsurprisingly, the young men are happy to meet the other boys given the way they spoke in the Community, and they get sucked into a conversation like old friends.

“Tsk, I wanted to see Tess zap him,” Maya says, moving her chair next to mine.

“Me too,” I murmur in agreement.

“Want to bail and check out the houses they mentioned? Tess can take care of the rest,” she offers.

“You just want to find a nice house and have me pay for it.”

“Yes I do,” Maya agrees shamelessly. “You are rich, and it might make you more attractive in my eyes. Don’t you want to look reliable and capable in the eyes of a pretty young woman?”

Well, Maya used to be a professional trainer, and after her time in the tutorial, her body has become even more athletic and she’s not wrong, she could easily be called pretty, between her dark skin, wavy black hair, and dark brown eyes, but.

“The ax is now 55 thousand shards.”

“Fuck, why! You said 49 thousand before.”

“I need to make more money to seem more capable, apparently.” I stand up. “Take Dennis, and we’ll head over. He can connect to Aaron and tell the others to move in.”

Before I can change my mind, she quickly exchanges a few words with Tess and pulls Dennis away from the group, and we head outside and deeper into the center of the common area.

The deeper we go, the nicer the houses are. The common area isn’t exactly flat; there are a few small hills with houses at the top. Some houses even seem to have been built into those smaller hills. The common area is massive.

Walking through streets made of cobblestone and passing by beautiful houses, we reach the center of the plaza, at which point I take the opportunity to look around.

Finding a house that I like, I head there; it’s on the smaller side with a workshop nearby. The house sits at the top of a hill that is shielded on one side by a forest, leaving the front of the house as the only part facing the rest of the place. And by being at the top of the highest hill in the area, it offers a nice view of the town.

As we approach, a barrier stops us, and a message pops up.

 



Would you like to rent Forest Edge Retreat and the accompanying facilities?

500 shards/day

 



Well, it looks like Gareth wasn’t joking.

“Yes, I want to pay for the entire length of the tournament.”

 



Would you like to pay 3000 shards to rent the Forest Edge Retreat and the accompanying facilities?

Yes/No

 



I confirm, and the shards disappear. After that, the barrier disappears, and Dennis sends a message to the others to move in.

“How much?” Maya asks curiously.

“Three thousand for the full duration of the tournament.”

“Damn,” she gasps.

Unlike her, I don’t mind. Opening the tournament system shop and checking items and their prices, I already know I will get my shards back with plenty of extra.

About ten hours remain until the start of the 1st event, so that’s plenty of time to cook up something nice.

            


Chapter 335 - [Restriction]


                The first thing I bought was a bar of some random metal, which is floating in front of me now, held there by the mana I’ve surrounded it with. To that end, I’m using my crown to increase my level of control. At the same time, I’m releasing thermal energy and melting it, allowing me to mold it into the shape of a dagger. All things I’ve learned from Nevan.

I would like to use better materials or even kinetic energy to pummel the metal more or experiment with alloys, but that’s currently out of my reach. Those are goals for the future. For now, my goal is to create a rare item and sell it through the tournament’s auction system.

The materials must be bought from the tournament shop as well, but their prices aren’t very high, which of course means that the quality isn’t all that high either, but it should be enough for me to make some rare items.

I allow the dagger to settle on the facility’s worktable and take a moment to look over at Isabella and Sophie, who are experimenting in the corner. The sisters seem to be having fun together. Isabella creates flames which Sophie helps her shape and they use the resulting effects in an attempt to mimic my techniques.

It was Isabella’s idea and the mind manipulator, Sophie “siscon” Martinez, of course, agreed.

“Flames need to be more even at the edges and slightly hotter in the center,” I warn her for the fifth time.

“I know. You told me already!” the little girl complains.

Turning back to my dagger, I absorb the rest of its heat, accelerating the cooling process, and observe the results.

It’s made of simple gray metal with a core composed of a more conductive metal, creating rough pathways, connected to a mana stone embedded in the metal dagger. The dagger is entirely made of metal. If someone has a problem with that, they can modify it later.

I spend a few more minutes sharpening it, heating up sections of the blade, and hitting it with small bursts of kinetic energy.

The result is ugly as sin but it should be functional enough.

Manabound Stiletto (rare) -This dagger is bound with mana, sharpening its edge as mana passes through. It can slightly disrupt magical armor or barriers.

Should be fine for now.

“I want to sell this and the other five daggers I made.”

 



To be able to sell the items in the tournament shop, register as a seller. Please, pick your alias.

 



Huh? This again?

For a moment, I think of just using Noname, but then I change my mind and pick a different name.

 



Would you like to register as “Fuckyouintentbitch”?

 



“Yes,” I confirm. I hope that the stalker is watching. This one is for you, Duplicaniel. I know you would have appreciated it.

 



Congratulations, you have been registered as “Fuckyouintentbitch”, you can now offer items made by you for sale.

What starting price do you wish to set for Manabound Stiletto (rare)?

 



The low rare items are usually 200 shards outside of the tournament. As for this one, it did cost me around 50 shards worth of materials.

“150 shards,” I say, and then set the same price for the other 5 daggers I made and then close the window.

I should get a 600 shards net profit if they sell for the price I’m asking. If someone bids more, my profit will be better. After the 1st event, I plan to make a few more to while away time here and make some shards. Others can have fun with people.

Next, I move closer to where Isabella and Sophie are experimenting and observe the process. I don’t say anything but watch.

Sophie is still using her [Manipulation] to help Izzy control her flames while her little sister tries to copy the techniques she saw me using. They are practicing on a piece of metal I brought here from the 6th Floor. The result can’t be sold in the tournament shop, but it’s good for practice.

Curious, I observe Isabella’s blue flames and try to compare them to my golden ones. As of now, I still haven’t gotten what the exact difference is between flames made with thermal primordial energy and normal ones so I’m curious.

Could it be that I still haven’t seen the true power of thermal energy? Are there any steps I’ve missed? Is the difference great or small?

Isabella’s flames are the result of her [Pyrokinesis] and they are beautifully blue, with no hint of another color no matter how strong she makes them. With her subclass, Kindness, she can even control them. It’s to the extent that she can burn the monsters in a big area while her flames don’t hurt anyone she doesn’t want them to. Not even heat touches them.

I’m also fairly sure that her subclass strengthens her [Empathy].

When she makes a mistake and more than the intended amount of flames leaks from her, I absorb some so she won’t destroy their project. Then I depart while holding blue flames over the palm of my hand and observing them, leaving the sisters to experiment.

Entering the house, I meet Brainiac, Lootenant, and the boys in the living room.

The red-haired Brainiac shouts, “Nice place, Noname! I always knew you were rich.”

“Yes, yes,” I wave at him and continue to the next room.

I can’t help but overhear the conversation behind me as he speaks to Dennis, “To be honest, I thought he would be leaking mana all over the place but he seems… normal? Was he just trolling us with all that mana stuff?”

Escaping the range of his extrovert debuff zone, I plop into a chair seated next to a big window with a nice view. Outside the window, Lily and Maya seem to be having a light sparring match, while conserving mana before the 1st event. Even then, they move with surprising agility, both the healer and the athletic Maya.

Once again, I’m reminded that I’m in big trouble if I lose control of my mana. Even with my Active Tempering, their physical stats are just that much higher than mine. Especially Lily, who’s upgraded her Constitution and still puts a lot into physical stats. There is also the weird thing she’s been doing to slowly strengthen her muscles and bones.

“Aren’t you going to spar?” I ask, looking at Tess, who’s sitting nearby, reading some papers.

I notice that her haircut has changed once again. Her back length blonde hair has been woven into a neat braid. She seems to enjoy changing it up every now and then.

“I have no time,” she says, gesturing at the papers. “We are exchanging information with Gareth. Oh, did you know there are only 31 people here from Hell difficulty? 10 from Gareth’s group WhiteWing, 4 from IDK, 9 from our group, Tacita who is apparently alone in her group, Savant who is also alone in his group, and 6 from TheGuild. So 7 people decided not to join. The ones that never engaged with the Community.”

“We are also missing the 1st Beyonder guy, remember that.”

“I do, it’s hard to forget the guy.”

“I wanted to fight him.”

Tess sighs, “Of course, you did. But don’t worry, you still have Savant, Tacita, and Gareth. Oh, and there’s Lily and I too so be careful.” She smiles before looking back at the papers. “We tried to share more information about the 6th and 5th floor with Gareth’s WhiteWing but the system censored the words, muted them.”

“Well, no surprise there.”

“Yes. We tried to set ciphers, we tried telepathy, and we tried to hint or write the information down. But the system is adapting and censoring the words no matter what we try. Even when we tried to leak information by ‘mistake’ or allow them to barely hear from a distance.”

“Have you tried anything like sign language?”

“Yes, the system even blocked that.”

So very annoying. Before I can say anything we get a new system message.

 



The 1st event - The Survival Domain will start in 1 hour!

In one hour everyone will be transferred to a randomly selected map, all difficulties will participate together. The terrain will be picked from those within the system’s database.



You will be facing the environment, other competitors from the 5th round of the tutorial, and a shrinking domain.

The 1st event will take place over the course of 5 hours, and the contenders will be rewarded according to their performance and final proximity to the center of the domain.

Note: You can’t restore your mana or stamina during the duration of the event.

Note: No equipment is permitted to be brought inside the Survival Domain.

Note: There will be items of different rarities randomly placed within the domain to be used during the event. The items are:

1 low arcane grade item

10 low epic grade items

50 low rare grade items

100 uncommon grade items

500 common grade items

 



Note: You can use [Restriction] for this and the remaining events.

Placing [Restriction] allows you to restrict your status to the state from the end of a certain floor you decide. You may break this [Restriction], but doing so after accepting it will be counted as a loss and you will be immediately removed from the event.

To place [Restriction] you need to call out to what Floor level you want to limit your status. The stricter [Restriction] you impose upon yourself, the larger the improvement in your rewards.

 



“Fuuuuck, is the rarity after epic called arcane? How crazy must those items be?” Brainiac shouts from the living room.

Well, it seems like everyone got the message.

“What do you think?” I ask Tess who seems to be reading the notification again.

“I like the part with [Restriction].”

I knew she would like that. “What if you restrict yourself to your power level of the 3rd Floor and someone like me chooses to stay on the 5th or 6th Floor level?” I ask.

“That makes it risky and fun, doesn’t it?” she smirks.

“Oh yeah, it does,” I agree.

This is fun. Being able to put a [Restriction] on myself could make even a fight against lower difficulty people fun while also giving out better rewards. For example, Gareth and his group are in the middle of the 5th floor and Savant is at its end, so the members of group 4, having made it to the 6th floor, with rewards from the 5th floor should have an advantage.

But with [Restriction] in the mix?

“Dennis, you were right, it’s a Battle Royale,” I call out to Dennis who’s sitting with the other boys in the living room.

“Told you!” he shouts back.

“Aren’t you worried about your mana running out?” Tess looks at me with interest.

“With my reserves, I should have the advantage against anyone with less than me.”

“That’s true,” she nods. “So what if you meet someone from Beyond or someone from our group?”

“No holding back,” I answer simply.

“Maybe I’ll throw something your way when I spot you,” she muses with a cheeky smile, “should be easy enough.”

“Are you sure you want to risk missing with your pitiful mana reserves?”

“We will see about that,” she declares.

Now that I think about it, a good number of people will probably group up to survive until the end and last the full 5 hours before fighting among themselves. I could ask Tess now, but somehow I don’t feel like it, seeing how competitively she’s been looking at me.

Well, I’m sure it won’t be so easy for her to snipe me in a crowd of almost two thousand people. The map will surely be massive.

 







 

With a few minutes remaining, group 4 reaches the center of the common area. There are lots of pretty trees planted to create plenty of shaded retreats surrounded by flowers and benches. There is even a fountain and a small lake nearby with their own seating. It’s massive.

There are people everywhere, excitedly checking the timer. It almost feels like some kind of celebration.

I wonder what the mood will be like after the 1st event? Will fighting each other sour the mood? Will they be the same after seeing what people from other difficulties are capable of? I’ve already noticed but Easy and Normal difficulty are fairly soft. I can tell just from the way they look at me or how cluelessly they move around, without paying attention. They’re either incompetent or the lack of danger hasn’t made the effort necessary.

They grill outside, they drink, and they trade. There are even a few babies barely a few months old. I saw them fight among themselves too, but being under level 50 for Easy or 100 for Normal, they are not that strong. They seem even weaker when I consider group 4’s power during that period.

 



In ten seconds, you will be moved to the 1st Event’s area!

 



The countdown starts and I look around, meeting the eyes of the others in group 4. I even notice Gareth as he waves at me.

Quickly averting his gaze, I notice another man looking at me and turn to him.

The man has a slim face and pale green eyes. His long black hair is tied into a ponytail that rests on his back. Under his left eye, there is a beauty mark. He doesn’t avert his gaze and my eyes meet his.

I feel my mana rouse up and my heart pumps Primordial Energies through my body. Instinctively, I feel myself collecting my mana.

That man is dangerous.

 



You will be transferred to The Survival Domain. You have three seconds to place [Restriction] if you wish to do so.

 



I watch as he mouths a few words, and I do the same.

“4th Floor [Restriction],” I call in tandem with him.

Then both of us disappear together with 2,355 more people, and the 1st event of the tournament starts.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading and commenting. Have a nice weekend!


*dancing Cinderbear gif*
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Chapter 336 - Start of the 1st event


                Flashback Savant - 1st Floor

“We will throw that cripple to the goblins!”

“You can’t do that! Are you even human!?”

“Shut up if you don’t want to find yourself being thrown to them instead. There is no way he will survive the remaining duration of the Floor quest, so he can at least help us this way.”

“We shouldn’t…”

“Just close your goddamn eyes if you don’t want to see it! And you remaining dickheads better keep quiet or I will fuck you up!”

I watch as the rest of our group does just that and no one else tries to voice a different opinion. When he turns to me, he isn’t even smiling. He is scared. No, he is terrified, even more than he lets show.

“Hear that, cripple? In the next attack, you will hold the monsters back so we can run.” He looks briefly at the stick I’m using to walk after I lost my prosthetic leg in one of the previous attacks.

My classmates, my professors, everyone avoids my gaze when I look at them.

“Sure. I’ll do it.”

 







 

I feel [Restriction] envelop me and it’s a disgusting feeling. My stats are lowered and my skills are as well. There is that feeling of resistance when I try to access skills I didn’t have on the 4th Floor. The resistance feels like it would be easy enough to push through, but that would mean breaking [Restriction] and I don’t want that.

My level has only been reduced by 20, but a good number of my skills have been reduced to a much lower level and my base mana is at 782 instead of over 1000. It’s still good enough to deal with anyone who chooses to attack me.



Most importantly, my Thermokinetic Mana Heart has been downgraded. Vortex Core is also gone and with it, the improvements to my Mantle. The Cognitive Fortress and Mana Overload Absorption are gone too, and my healing passive is capped at its rare version.

Annoying, but very doable.

But one thing amuses me. It looks like this event is better for people who went for Amplification instead of Regeneration. Regenerating mana or stamina seems to be impossible here so the builds that rely on a small mana pool with quick regeneration are at a disadvantage.

Amplification is indeed superior as I knew so long ago. Small pewpew builds can only shake in fear.

I look around and find myself standing in the middle of a big plain. There are mountains in one direction, and in another is a black wall of clouds with lightning flashing inside that seems to be moving fairly quickly, passing through areas and devouring anything inside. In another direction, the white towers of a small city dominate the sky, and in the last direction is a forest with trees that seem to reach the clouds.

A warning from [Perception], a flash of lightning, and I push my body away with kinetic energy to dodge the attacks. It happens again, and I continue running, strengthening my body as efficiently as possible.

Watching the direction the attacks come from, I start to predict their trajectory which doesn’t seem to change once they leave the caster and I avoid them without wasting mana.

Of course, I can’t see the attacker, but that white and red lightning is unmistakable.

Tess’s barrage of attacks is aggressive, she’s infused the rocks she’s shooting at me with her primordial lightning, damaging the area around me. However, they’re only intended to confuse me and make me let my guard down. A real attack will follow the moment I do.

I expand my domain and focus on using [Perception] while I jump behind the huge rock nearby.

More than sure that Tess is capable of piercing it, I keep my attention up aware of the possibility of her trying to reposition. At long-range, Tess has always had an advantage over me, especially now when I can’t afford to waste my mana in some ill-advised attempt to catch her. I’m also not sure what kind of [Restriction] she’s put on herself, if any.

My senses sharpen, looking for any sense of danger, and I feel my heartbeat quicken even when I’m not using it to generate any energy.

It’s exciting. It’s thrilling.

Looking to the side, I watch the black wall of lightning move closer and closer to my position, the thunder roaring and the lightning tearing anything it reaches. There is also a new notification window, and I check it for a moment.

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ LightAbove (Normal, 6th)

Is this the kill feed? And damn, Biscuit, did that guy try to kidnap you because he thought you were cute, and give you the opportunity to kill him mercilessly?

Good boy!

I watch as more notifications appear and the number of people inside seems to decrease quickly, barely a few minutes in.

2210 / 2357

Finally, the storm reaches the place somewhere between me and Tess, and I move from the rock and run toward the city I can see in the distance.

A terrifying piercing noise reaches me and I rush mana through my body, creating a barrier around my forearm while launching myself away.

Yet still, the thrown shield boosted by [Psychokinesis] and covered in Primordial lightning strikes the barrier, sending me spinning, and following it a stone crashes into my chest, the sheer force sending me rolling over the ground.

Damn it, Tess! That’s not how you use a shield! How the hell did you find an item so quickly?

The attack stops, and I hear a small explosion from Tess’s direction, either someone’s attacking her or the storm’s forced her to move.

I use more kinetic energy, moving towards the city. A bruise is already forming on my chest and I’m sure at least one rib is cracked. Between trying to conserve mana and being surprised by [Restriction], I wasn’t able to strengthen my body quickly enough.

While on my way, I grab the shield she attacked me with. It’s already crumpled, useless, just a common grade item, so I throw it away.

Reaching the gate, a pathetic excuse for a fireball comes right at me, and I don’t even bother absorbing its heat and disrupt it with a little bit of mana.

Quickly detecting its origin, I shoot an orb toward the attacker.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Potato (Easy, 5th)

The name sounds familiar, but I don’t know why. But 5th in the name probably indicates the level of their [Restriction].

Pushing myself up, I check the body that is already turning into particles, but I don’t find any items and head deeper inside the city.

Down on the street, three men are fighting each other, ice-based attacks crashing against hastily constructed barriers, and projectiles made out of stone erupt like they were launched from a shotgun.

I create three small mana orbs and spin them around my body. To save mana, I make them move faster before slinging them.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ George (Easy, 7th)

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ IsThisHell (Normal, 5th)

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Cheesus (Normal, 6th)

This is getting fun!

Curious, I say, “Leaderboard.”

A new window pops out.

1st (40 pts) - Grumpy

2nd (26 pts) - Savant

3rd (22 pts) - Sset

4th (18 pts) - FoodFood

5th(15 pts) - Brainiac

6th (12 pts) - BenDover

7th (11 pts) - GoodBoy

8th (9 pts) - Tacita

9th (6 pts) - Noname

Okay, first, what the fuck, Lily. Second, I really like it; it’s almost like a game.

So, I “killed” 4 people, 2 from Easy and 2 from Normal. The points are probably different for each difficulty, so does it mean Easy is 1 point, Normal is 2 points? That would fit.

But the requirement for winning this event is to survive for 5 hours and be as close as possible to the center of the Survival Domain, and I know where that center is. It’s marked by a tall pillar of bright white light that reaches and pierces the sky. I can also see the barrier far off in the distance. It’s hard to say if it’s shrinking, but it’s either started the process or it will in time.

Detecting another presence, I move, and see another man sneaking into the city. He is sending detection waves into the surroundings, and I look at the text over his head.

ManaShallPrevail (Normal, 6th)

Damn, I like the name, but I’m sorry, buddy.

Once again, I shoot a dense mana projectile, and it reaches his head, about to pierce it.

I curiously watch as the orb disappears just a millimeter before killing the man, and his body immediately turns into particles, teleporting him outside.

So that’s how the system deals with that kind of wound. The attacks that just hurt will most likely pass and cause damage that won’t be healed by the system during events, and any attacks that would kill are negated, and the target is disqualified.

A few more presences appear on the edge of my detection, and I start hiding my mana, using Mana Cycling as I move over the roofs.

With just a few more jumps and careful boosts, I move behind one of the chimneys of a medieval style city. A few roofs down, a group of 5 men have gathered, two of them from Hard difficulty and three from Normal, discussing something energetically.

The leader is holding a bow that seems to be around rare grade and keeps watch. He stands in the center sending waves of mana outward to scan the area.

They are a bit secretive, but to me, he may as well be shouting in my ear.

How the heck is he even from Hard difficulty with scans like that? 

I get ready for combat and reach past them, placing a [Tether] in the middle of their group, expecting them to react before I send an attack through.

They do not try to disrupt it. Even when the man’s scans washes over the anchor, he doesn’t seem to notice it.

They don’t sense anything even as I send a strong pulse of thermal energy through, causing it to explode in the middle of their group, killing them all and destroying a chunk of the building.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ GigaChad (Hard, 6th)

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Toastmaster (Hard, 5th)

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ MidnightM (Normal, 6th)

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Bobby (Normal, 5th)

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Ellie (Normal, 6th)

My points increase to 22.

So, Easy for 1, Normal for 2, and Hard for 5. And I still can’t see rewards for positions, so maybe they’re just personalized according to performance? That seems likely.

I take the damaged bow out from under the debris, and it is in fact rare quality. Useless to me, so I just place it in the middle of the clearing to make it seem like a drop, and then I place an anchor near it, all while making everything as covert as possible.

For the following thirty minutes, I watch a constant stream of people moving into and through the city. A large number of them detect the bow and head straight for it after scanning the area.  I’m almost disappointed by how terrible their scans are.

After killing the 3rd group trying to take the bow and hunting two more groups passing through the city, I decide to change location.

People here seem to be from Easy and Normal mostly, and there’s rarely anyone higher, and I’m tired of that.

With a pulse, I destroy the bow and head out of the city, entering the grassy land where I limit my output even more while sending my scans out even further.

1st (84 pts) - Sset

2nd (68 pts) - Savant

3rd (61 pts) - Grumpy

The top three are being led by Tess; it’s obvious that she would have a nice advantage here because of her skills. I, meanwhile, am 5th with 49 points.

I check the total again, to find that it’s been reduced significantly since the last time I checked.

1819 / 2357

As I approach the field, I detect a presence that feels different from any other I’ve felt until now.

Hiding my mana and carefully placing anchors, I move closer, and on the edge of the forest, I watch two women passing by, both of them holding items and both from Hard difficulty. But there is someone else who interests me more.

A man crouching at the top of a small tree the women are passing under. He has a shortsword barely as long as his forearm but he holds it more like a dagger.

One of the women seems to notice something and quickly looks up but before her eyes meet the man, the air around him flickers, and, like a chameleon, he camouflages with the area. Even his presence disappears, in a manner resembling Tacita’s, though it’s significantly inferior.

The woman, confused, squints her eyes, but then pokes her friend, and both of them rush away.

Most likely saving mana, the man, who seems like he’s about 30 years old, cancels his skill and appears again, this time with a cruel smile on his face.

BenDover (Hell, 5th) reads the text over his head.

My very good friend from the Community. One of the people I’ve most wanted to meet. I still remember the numerous insults he directed at my family and then at me. I also recall how he mocked Eris and Myrra later, boasting gleefully about helping to kill them both.

The blade of the shortsword he’s holding is coated in a sickly yellow substance, something that feels like a combination of poison and disruption, and he becomes invisible again. At this point, I’m willing to bet his class has Phantom in the name.

It’s like the asshole is actively trying to make me hate him even more.

            


Chapter 337 - Silent Strike


                Well, it seems like my buddy BenDover over here finally made it to the 5th floor. He doesn’t even seem like he can detect the presence of my anchors.

I’m long since used to my opponents disrupting them or detecting them and that makes me wonder if it’s less common than I thought. Is that not how it usually goes? Have the opponents I’ve been facing just been that good? 

Curious, I put an anchor in front of him as he takes a step to follow and kill the women and that’s when he finally notices it. He squints his eyes and then to my surprise, he turns around and starts running away, even activating that camouflage skill of his.

Huh?

Before following him, I create two javelins, fill them with a decent amount of thermal energy, and then boost them with kinetic, shooting them at the women.

One of them blocks the javelin intended for her and the other one tries to run away, dodging hers, but the javelins explode into golden flames.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Momo (Hard, 5th)

The other woman starts running away, even dodging the third javelin I shoot but then runs into an anchor and a burst of kinetic energy finishes her off.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Emmmmmm (Hard, 5th)

Then I use the anchors I placed to follow BenDover, easily tracking his location despite his attempts to hide it. To be honest, I would be quite disappointed if I was unable to do so. I put a lot of effort into being able to track invisible opponents.

I find him standing in the middle of a clearing filled to the brim with his traps, almost like my anchors, but worse.

“I know it’s you, Noname! I saw the notifications. Show yourself, you dick!” he shouts.

Things like this feel more satisfying up close and personal so I enter the clearing without trying to hide, using part of my mana to strengthen my body. 

BenDover is around 30 years old. He has a short pointy beard and creepy eyes. He isn’t all that tall but his shoulders are wide. The sword he’s holding is coated in sickly yellow mana.

“Finally, I…” he doesn’t even finish the sentence before he launches an attack at me from behind, clearly trying to surprise me.

An acid-like attack splashes against my barrier and sizzles on the surface, unable to penetrate it, even with the attack’s weak disruptive properties. A light flashes, blinding me for a split second, and when I can finally see again the man is gone and his traps as well.

With a sigh, I enter the clearing, and boosting my body I turn around, grabbing the invisible man by his neck. My other hand grabs the arm holding the sword he was trying to stab me with.

He opens his mouth and tries to spit yellow acid in my eyes, only for it to be blocked by a small barrier, then five needle-like mana projectiles strike at my back only to be stopped by [Redistribution].

I disrupt his mana and break his arm, taking his sword. Then I let go and punch him in the face, using more mana to match his speed in defiance of his higher base stats.

When he staggers back I send kinetic energy to the anchor behind him, sending him stumbling back towards me and I punch him again, breaking his nose.

With interest, I take notice of the systems refusal to heal the wounds for now. So it seems like they only heal in the common area, not during the events. That makes sense.

He curses, dodging my next attack and I sense he is boosting his body to increase his Dexterity. So I disrupt his mana, falling back on a tactic I experienced fairly often until I made the Mantle.

His attacks slow, and I punch him again, then kick his crotch, making him… well, bend over, and my knee hits his face, further breaking his nose.

“I remember you said something funny about my parents,” I note.

Without giving him the opportunity to talk, I slow his movement with [Redistribution] and then pierce his side with the sword I took from him.

Even then, he somehow manages to concentrate enough to create a blue mana dagger and stab at me at the same time as my shadow moves, trying to grab me and slow me down.

Just a short pulse of disrupting mana ends both of his attempts, and I knee his face again, sending him to the ground where he groans. He is constantly trying to strengthen his body or activate his skill, but I’m disrupting it all with [Resonance].

When I squat over him and grab him by his hair, he tries to say something, but it’s hard to understand with his torn lips and broken teeth.

I look at his face, which is a bloody mess. “I do not believe you were able to deal with the Matriarch or Myrra on the 4th floor.”

Without letting him say more, I create a small orb filled with kinetic energy over the palm of my hand, and grabbing it with my fingers I push the orb into his mouth.

When I kick him away, I call out one more warning, “I will find you in the common area,” and then I let the orb in his mouth explode.

As before, the system doesn’t let it happen, and the man just turns into mana particles, being transferred outside.

It seems like the system was prepared for this kind of attack as well and really doesn’t want participants to die. After seeing it in the works I guess I can do some hardcore training later.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ BenDover (Hell, 5th)

My points increase to 69, which is nice, but seeing the black wall of the storm, I decide to move away, heading towards the white pillar of light.

 







 

I jump behind the tree and shoot a javelin toward a group of hiding people, barely missing the head of a man from Hard difficulty.

His group launches a barrage of attacks at me. Rocks, pale blue mana projectiles, and even some decent fire orbs. At the same time, three more move to my right, trying to encircle me while others keep me busy. I send more kinetic energy to the orb I anchored to my core, making it spin faster around me.

When the first woman with a sword and shield rushes at me, I sling it against her where it crashes into her shield, releasing the golden flames stored inside.

Right after, I rush her, absorbing those flames and reusing them in a thin stream of flame that envelops another man.

Strengthening my body, I grab an ax that the third one swings at me, disrupting the mana coating the blade. My kick breaks through his mana armor, causing him to crash into a comrade who’s wielding a shield. I activate the anchor I placed on his chest while kicking him, and golden flames envelop both of them.

Absorbing flames from the man I burned first, I grab him and use his body to block a barrage of attacks and shoot a javelin with an anchor tied to it toward the salvo’s origin.

When I appear behind the trio, they notice it, turning around, but I teleport again, appearing near another anchor in front of them. A thin cone of kinetic energy kills the man who launched so many mana projectiles.

The fire mage envelops herself in flames and rushes at me in hand-to-hand combat, only for the flames to die off as I absorb them. A sword forms in my hand, and I cut her down and transform it into a shield, absorbing a barrage of stone attacks.

I lift my leg and stomp, sending kinetic energy into the ground under me putting a stop to the man’s attack.

He turns to run away, but two of my javelins pierce him in quick succession.

Scanning the area with a wave of mana, I relax slightly and force myself to calm down.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Slowly.

Now repeat.

I have to hold myself back to keep from letting go and embarking on a rampage. I’m enjoying this event way too much.

There are so many people with so many different skills, mostly in groups I have to deal with on my own. I have to do it while conserving my mana and stamina and I still have to get used to my reduced stats. All while avoiding Tess sniping me out of nowhere or Tacita popping out from behind a corner.

“Leaderboard,” I say.

1st (168 pts) - Sset

2nd (139 pts) - Noname

3rd (136 pts) - Savant

4th (91 pts) - Grumpy

5th (84 pts) - Brainiac

Of course, that silly blonde still holds the 1st spot. With her [Farsight], she just needs to locate easy or Normal difficulty people to kill with minimal mana and from a large distance. But Brainiac surprises me. I didn’t expect him to climb so high up. Lily better be careful too and avoid wasting her mana if she wants to be in a good state at the end.

It makes me happy that Min-Jae made the ranking, currently at the 8th spot, followed by Biscuit in the 9th.

Four hours remain and half of the original number of people remain, just over 1200.

That’s also when the barrier, which has been stationary up till now, shrinks for the first time. The barrier seems to be composed of a mass of solid red energy, only allowing light to pass and finally shrinking at the speed of a top runner once exactly 1 hour has passed.

It’s eerie to watch it approach at such high speed, especially when looking at the massive area it covers.

At the same time, it starts raining, the raindrops themselves seem to contain a bit of mana. Not enough to cause damage, but enough to make detection class skills more difficult to use as the droplets splash and burst, generating noise in the form of stray mana.

I [Focus] and filter out bits of useless information and the colors around me lose some of their vibrancy as the rain falls, drenching me immediately.

The black wall of clouds expands and the lightning can be heard constantly, its strikes reverberating in the air and the flashes of light serving to light the area.

Indeed, the system is good at setting the mood because a party of 6 men exits the line of trees seeming to have tracked me.

Gareth (Hell, 5th)

Brainiac (Hell, 5th)

Lootenant (Hell, 5th)

Mari (Hell, 5th)

Ghast (Hell, 5th)

Pumpkin (Hell, 5th)

Yeah, this seems about right.

“Noname, are you dumb? You guys are on the 6th floor so why did you place such a heavy [Restriction]?” Brainiac asks the moment they spot me.

“Because I wanted to. Are you guys cheating? How the hell have you gathered so many members of your group so quickly?”

The redheaded guy who seems to be the most talkative member of the group just smiles and shrugs, “Power of friendship!”

“I hope you don’t hold this against us,” Gareth stands in front of the others.

A blue suit of armor surrounds him and he places some sort of mark on the other members of his group.

 I make an experimental attempt to disrupt that connection but it holds strong. Either my skill isn’t high enough, I need more mana, or it’s just impossible to disrupt.

“Basic formation,” Gareth says simply.

Brainiac immediately moves to the back followed by two others. Meanwhile, Gareth heads in first, two more members by his side. Mari, a woman with a dagger and a sword in her hands, and the man called Pumpkin with mana collecting in his fists, elbows, knees, and shins.

I know I should keep my distance, maybe even fly high into the air and bombard them with ranged attacks. That style of fighting always seemed to be the best option. But as always, I make the decision to stay at medium range, and the reason is simple.

It’s more challenging and fun that way.

The first one to attack is Brainiac, and he shoots projectiles that I can’t see and can barely sense.

To dodge, I tilt my head, and three sharp projectiles miss me, cutting through the air while the thunder roars as the black wall of clouds moves closer. The projectiles behind me seem to disappear, their presence weakens, and they turn to attack me again, in an attempt to keep me from noticing them.

Acting as if I haven’t seen them, I create a dozen projectiles of my own, spinning them around my body, and when Pumpkin attacks me with his mana infused limbs, I dodge to the side, and Brainiac’s projectiles disappear before they can injure his teammate.

I launch my projectiles, and the mark Gareth placed on him glows, and silver hexagonal barrier the size of my fist appears to block them.

The woman with a sword and a dagger senses my burst of kinetic energy and blocks it, and the projectile aimed at her is blocked by a silver barrier.

I infuse my golden flames with disruptive mana, and the darkening area around us lights up, the raindrops evaporating as the flames envelop the man attacking me with his fire. The silver barrier surrounds him, and more and more mana rushes into it in an attempt to fight the disrupting properties of my flames.

Even though I know I just need to keep it up for a bit longer to get through, I stop and dodge a few more invisible and hardly noticeable attacks from Brainiac, and then an even smaller one from behind me.

“Damn, you are the first one to notice that one!” he shouts.

He falters in surprise as I shoot a javelin at him, boosted by kinetic energy that gets barely blocked by Lootenant who’s staying close to him. The javelin just changes its direction mid-flight and heads to some kind of weird orb Lootenant dropped all over the place and hits it instead.

Without time to examine the interesting skill more, I boost my body further, dodging Mari, who’s clearly surprised by my sudden increase in speed and cut through her dagger and sword with a dagger coated in [Resonance].

The man named Pumpkin launches an attack from behind, but I just shoot a blast of kinetic energy at him that even now gets blocked by a silver barrier, and I disrupt Brainiac’s attacks.

In a smooth movement, I dodge Mari’s kick, and the dagger in my hand extends and turns into a spear which I burrow into her shoulder, spilling her blood.

Before I can send thermal energy into her through the spear, she disappears, Gareth taking her place, my spear embedded in his shoulder.

A silver light flashes and my barrier blocks it, throwing me away.

I absorb my inertia mid-air, confusing Pumpkin, and his attack misses. Boosting my body, I stab my spear into his leg, but again, he disappears, Gareth taking his place as well. The man in transparent blue armor grabs my spear, and with impressive strength, pulls me closer.

I disrupt a few more attacks from Brainiac, this time needing to use more mana as he seems to be trying to get through my mana jamming, and a mace made of silver mana similar to his barriers forms in Gareth’s hand.

It clashes against my dagger, and I send more resonating mana through it, carving the mace apart to the man’s surprise, and stabbing the dagger into his chest.

He disappears, and Brainiac appears where he was, and a barrage of extremely quick attacks clashes against me, cutting into my flesh twice before I disrupt them.

Brainiac is smiling, but I do not attack him. Instead, I use the anchor I placed on the dagger I left in Gareth’s chest and appear in front of the man who, like me, has made it into Beyond. His wounds have already healed, and his armor strengthens itself even further.

I open my mouth, and a tricolored orb just turning bright crashes into him, and then I teleport away despite his attempts to stop it.

Appearing in the air, I look down at the ground, expecting the explosion. Instead of that, a silver barrier surrounds my orb, and with a grunt from Gareth, it disappears, the explosion of white light, shockwave, heatwave, and following implosion tearing the forest nearby apart.

No words pass between them, but they seem to be communicating. And this time, I really regret this limitation of not being able to restore my mana. I want to fight. I want to throw my all against them.

But I can’t. I have placed a limitation upon myself and there are still four hours remaining. There is Tess, there is Lily, and Tacita, and most importantly, there is Savant.

I check my reserves and close to 20% of my body mana seems to be missing already.

My frustration increases even more when the man that was just standing next to Brainiac shoots a lightning spear at me, and I’ve sensed him charging it the whole time. He even placed a mark on me that seems to serve as a beacon for the powerful charged attack made of white lightning. Something I let happen out of curiosity.

Instead of dodging or using a black orb to absorb it, I just cover the back of my hand in a barrier of disrupting mana, and with a dismissive gesture, I disrupt the attack.

“Fucking monster! You’re under a restriction, so act like it!” Brainiac shouts at me.

“Behind you,” I call back at him.

“As if I would fall for that…” in the middle of the sentence, he stops and throws dozens of slashing projectiles into the area.

No matter that Tacita dodges them all, a calm expression on her face the entire time. She dodges and parries attacks thrown at her. Lightning and Lootenant’s weird orbs either disrupted or flicked away.

When a silver barrier surrounds Brainiac, a wild smile appears on her lips, and her arm moves in a blur. She attacks dozens of times, the mana-coated dagger in her hand tearing through the barrier and turning Brainiac into particles of mana with one last slash that would have separated his body from his head.

One of the reasons why I’m up here is because I noticed her sneaking closer.

The rain continues to fall down, making her messy brown hair wet and stick to her face. Wordlessly, she catches my gaze, and she waves at me with squinted eyes and a smile.

The message is simple.

You are not safe there.

Tacita (Hell, 4th)

            


Chapter 338 - Natural enemy


                Out of every member of Hell difficulty or person that got into Beyond, there is one I respect more than any other. You wouldn’t be wrong to say that’s because of the degree of the advantage they would hold if we fought.

I don’t know Savant’s skills yet, but it’s not him. It isn’t even Lily despite the fact that she has the most powerful damage oriented skill I’ve seen so far. It’s not even Tess with her extremely long-range and powerful attacks. And it’s not Gareth with his barriers and weird form of teleportation.

No, the person that worries me more than any of them is Tacita.

Even now, I’m not sure if I noticed her because she wanted me to, she’s just that good at hiding her presence. And her speed does tell me one thing. Tacita is similar to me, a person who also puts most of their stats into a single attribute, and her favored stat is Dexterity.

I’m Mana-oriented and because of what I do, my reactions will never be as quick as someone who goes full into body strengthening. I can reinforce my body with mana, I can boost my strength, and make myself faster with kinetic energy.

But someone like her will always be my natural enemy. The main reason being that, in close quarters, unless I was already reinforcing my body as much as possible, I wouldn’t be able to react if she decided to kill me.

It’s a weakness, and I already have multiple plans for dealing with it. But for now, there are going to be situations in which I have no chance against Tacita.

I watch as she lashes out at the lightning mage that once stood next to Brainiac and jumps back and to the side, her feet moving nimbly, as she dances around his attacks. Leaping, bobbing, and weaving as drops of rain cling to her skin..

Mari and Pumpkin try to rush her while Gareth and Lootenant keep an eye on me.

So as I’m floating there, I create two orbs at my side and fill them with mana until they’re on the brink of becoming unstable.

As I do that I sow the ground with a barrage of normal mana projectiles, tying anchors to three of them. The first orb explodes through an anchor I managed to place between Tacita and the lightning mage, who, unlike the stabby brunette, dies.

Gareth creates a barrier around the rest of the group, but, being closest to the explosion, the lightning mage’s barrier is unable to resist the implosion and breaks. Tacita, meanwhile, just opts to outrun the explosion.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Ghast (Hell, 5th)

Tacita doesn’t seem to like that and grabs a stone from the ground, her arm a blur as she throws it at me. The stone crashes against my barrier with a surprising amount of force, and she changes her target to Lootenant, the raindrops seeming to burst outward as she moves at incredible speed.

Mari and Pumpkin actually manage to stand in her way for a moment, keeping pace with her, though I do notice that their bodies seem to be radiating a silver aura, which flares up to create barriers and heal their wounds as needed.

Gareth blocks my second tri-colored orb, once again surrounding it with a silver barrier before sending it to the same spot as before. I wonder if he placed some sort of mark there.

Using the third anchor, I appear on the ground near Gareth, kinetic energy exploding from me, only to be absorbed by his barriers. I send disrupting mana at him right after followed by a blast of golden flames, and yet he reforms his barriers each time, successfully blocking the attacks.

I sidestep a swing of his mace, causing it to crash into the ground and send chunks of muddy earth into the air.

Thunder roars in our ears, and the wind grows stronger as the wall of black clouds moves closer and closer, blotting out all other sounds. The rain also grows in intensity, further obscuring my mana sight with the mana-filled droplets.

Gareth stops holding back, and his blue armor turns silver, and a silver crown appears floating over his head. The hexagonal segments of his barrier orbit his form, and his mace shines brighter as he charges me. Each of his swings bears disrupting properties, and the marks he placed on his party shine brighter, surrounding them in that same silver light.

Twelve sections of his hexagonal barrier move around him, forming larger ones to block my flames or splitting into a multitude of smaller ones to address heavy barrages. Though sometimes they stick to his armor, strengthening some parts further.

The man negates most of my attacks, to my great annoyance, and I feel my frustration rise more and more, and my plan to limit my mana expenditure disappears from my head.

Once Mari joins him, blades made of oscillating mana in hand, I have had enough. A black orb forms in front of my chest, and all of their eyes turn towards it, surprised by the unnerving feeling.

A blast of kinetic energy from behind Gareth pushes him towards it, and silver and black mana clash.

Following the clash, the black orb of mana manages to absorb a few sections of his silver barrier. Gareth moves to block it, though his weapon and crown flicker as the orb sucks in more and more.

When he finally lets go of his weapon and moves back, pieces of his armor are missing, eaten away by black mana, and half of the hexagonal barrier is gone.

Mari is also dead, an anchor placed near her head having reduced her into particles of mana.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Mari (Hell, 5th)

With the mana in my body reduced even more, I float into the air and fire one last projectile at Lootenant.

Gareth finally manages to retake control of his abilities and blocks my attacks by surrounding the man with a barrier, but at the same time, Tacita passes by Lootenant’s traps, activating a few along the way, while avoiding their effects and finishing the man.

Then, like me, she takes the opportunity to disappear into the forest as the gradually approaching storm ravages the area.

The first bolt of lightning lands next to us. It evaporates a good chunk of a car-sized rock nearby, causing it to crumble into dust, leaving a small crater in the ground. The wind blows into me, leaving me feeling like I got hit by a truck, and I decide I do not want to get into that storm.

Using more and more mana, I push my body through the air, leaving the thunder and lightning behind me. I remain high in the air, placing multiple anchors along the ground.

When Gareth and the rest of his group exit the storm, a thermal explosion envelops them, and a rain of compressed mana javelins rains across the ground. When the flames disappear, pushed away by a wave of silver mana, Gareth and the last member of his group stand there free of damage, his barrier having tanked a bolt of lightning from the storm, the ground exploding around them, and the mud and rocks that erupted into the air.

Tsk.

Unwilling to waste more of my mana on a tanky target, I boost myself further, floating away when I catch a familiar mana signature behind me. Looking back, I see a figure floating just on the edge of the storm. And that figure’s head bears a crown made of lightning, brighter and twice as big as before.

 The woman’s blonde hair floats around her, shining in a beautiful golden color.

I form a barrier to block a bolt of white lightning that Tess redirected from the storm, and while I don’t take any damage it does manage to push me further away.

“Are you only hunting me?” I shout at her.

There is no way she can hear it through all the thunder, but she seems to understand and smirks.

Text reading Sset (Hell, 4th) floats above her head, along with the [Restriction] she’s placed herself.

High in the air on the edge of the storm, Tess and I face each other, and I feel my decision from before crumble and disappear. The hold I’ve kept on my mana weakens and it floods into my body for the first time since the start of the event.

Gareth far beneath us, Tacita sneaking around, Savant waiting somewhere nearby. All of these concerns disappear, pushed far, into the back of my mind.

I [Focus], and [Regalia] surrounds my body, quickly infused with [Resonance]. A shockwave explodes around me, pushing the droplets away, and I charge into the storm.

Tess moves her hand, and two white lightning bolts created within the storm change their course and crash into my body.

I’ve already seen them striking multiple times and I know what to do. My armor tanks most of the damage and resonating mana tears apart the rest while I absorb the generated heat, collecting it inside my body.

Seeing what I’m doing, Tess assaults me with a pulse of [Psychokinesis], slowing me down while pushing herself further away, so that she can maintain her advantage.

Dodging to the side, I avoid another bolt of lightning, a few mana arrows filled with thermal energy shine as they pass through the storm, evaporating rain in the process.

Tess lowers her altitude, tearing a few of the smaller trees and rocks from the ground with her skill before throwing them at me.

I dodge through the air, taking a few more lightning strikes and constantly firing projectiles at her, forcing her to reposition in an attempt to distract her.

The crown over her head shines brightly, its mana forming lightning projectiles that wait at her side, these ones formed of the usual red and white lightning. Tess launches them at me, making them move much quicker than the ones from the storm, and forcing them to change direction mid-air.

Placing an anchor further ahead, I teleport past them repeating the process a few times, and reach Tess.

The crown over her head disappears, turning into lightning armor that surrounds her body, and clashes with my [Regalia].

Each of our clashes causes a small shockwave, creating a pulsating sphere devoid of the ever present rain as the escaping energy forces the raindrops away.

I bombard her with mana projectiles at close range, boosted by kinetic energy, and it’s impossible for her to block them all, so she tanks most of them, responding in kind with the lightning that constantly flickers around her.

A few lightning bolts get pulled from the storm, hitting her body and strengthening her armor as I pressure her.

I teleport, but the moment I appear, a lightning projectile crashes into my armored forearm, so I try again, only to get the same result. Clearly, Tess is reading and predicting my placement of the anchors.

Finally having generated enough, my armor changes, my golden thermal energy filling it, heat radiating from me. Boosted by kinetic energy, I advance on Tess, the raw power of my flight better at this level, and after a short clash, I grab her arm.

Tess, having expected that, pulls three white lightning bolts toward us, damaging my armor and further strengthening hers.

Her lightning and my thermal energy rage against each other. The lightning piercing through the armor damages me, but my temporarily rare passive heals my wounds with the sheer amount of heat I’ve surrounded myself with.

My heart beats harder and harder as I barely hold on, avoiding her close range lightning projectiles and enduring the bolts she calls down from the storm. But I hold, and looking at Tess, I can’t help but smile as well.

With a strong pulse, more energy collects inside of me as I’m ready to push through, but then Tess slashes with her free arm. Not against me, but against her own hand. She cuts it off, leaving me holding the hand she’s infused with all of her lightning.

Pushing further away from me, much less Primordial lightning surrounding her, she calls, “I learned it from you!”

Her severed hand shines even brighter in my hand, and when I let go, it moves and grabs me instead, creeping me out even more than the astounding amount of lightning collected within.

It acts like a lightning rod, leaving me feeling like the storm has been concentrated on me, and me alone, as I find a dozen lightning bolts heading in my direction.

My eyes activate for a split second, and I disrupt the hand’s mana, quickly deactivating the eyes afterward. I tear the hand apart with [Resonance] and watch as all the white lightning passes by, reverberating the air.

When I look around, Tess is gone.

You silly blonde. What are you, a gray lizard? Leaving your limbs behind like that.

Checking, I find that I’ve managed to spend ten to twenty percent of the mana left in my body.

Forcing it back under my control, I fly out of the storm.

 







 

Three hours remain, and the rain stops as if it’s been cut off. The air grows colder, the water from the rain starts freezing over, and heavy snow starts to fall, quickly covering the trees and the ground.

Walking through another post-apocalyptic city, I listen to the snow compressing under my feet, tracing the footsteps in front of me.

The barrier shrinks once more, and even fewer people remain.
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A few of the slots on the leaderboard have changed as well:

1st (193 pts) - Sset

2nd (172 pts) - Noname

3rd (169 pts) - Savant

4th (168 pts) - Tacita

5th (124 pts) - Grumpy

Sensing a trap ahead, I avoid it and move to a rooftop where I disrupt a few mana sensing triggers and find a group of ten people, most of them seem to be from Hard difficulty. One of them holds an epic weapon, an ax made of ethercrystal, a transparent white crystal capable of absorbing mana.

A few well-placed anchors go unnoticed and half of them die before they are able to defend themselves. They activate defensive shields but a wave of disrupting mana crashes against them, negating the shields before a highly compressed barrage of javelins finishes the job, destroying part of the roof and their fortifications.

I take a short moment to check the leaderboard and savor the feeling of seeing myself in the first place. It’s hard to find large groups of people from higher difficulties.

Amid the falling snow, I examine the rare and uncommon items that were in their possession, collecting a defensive amulet with a single use of a spherical barrier remaining, and pick up the epic ax.

Ethercrystal War Axe (Epic):Crafted from Ethercrystal, this war ax absorbs part of any mana it touches. Each attack channels the absorbed mana to momentarily increase the user’s physical strength.

I test the feel of the ax in my hand, swinging it a few times to get used to the heft. I used to have a similar sword and the ax could help me conserve some of the mana I would otherwise be using to strengthen my body.

While on watch, I check the notifications.

Sset (Hell, 4th) ⟶ TheStrongestOne (Hell, 5th)

Damn, Tess. Did group 4 do anything to piss you off? Did I do anything to you?

And a few more.

Savant (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Gareth (Hell, 5th)

Savant (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Pumpkin (Hell, 5th)

Detecting something that feels like tunnels under the ground, I place an anchor, teleporting below while keeping my eyes on the notifications.

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ Two (Normal, 5th)

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ One (Normal, 5th)

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ Sami (Easy, 6th)

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ Eve (Normal, 5th)

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ Overlord (Easy, 5th)

FoodFood (Hell, 6th) ⟶ Snowman (Easy, 4th)

…

And the notifications continue, proclaiming the names of almost two dozen participants who’ve been defeated.

Biscuit, what the heck did you even do? Did they anger you? It might be awkward back in the common area if you scare them too much.

Anyway, clearly the best doggo of the tournament floor, no, the best doggo of the 1st event and Survival Domain!

I start heading towards an area containing multiple presences, I trigger a few alarms on purpose, and when I exit the tunnel and enter a big underground area a dozen people are there, weapons out and mana ready.

Quickly I locate two epic items and two people from Hell difficulty, respectively from group 8, TheGuild.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, 5th)

Swordmaster (Hell, 5th)

In the shadowy darkness of the tunnels, golden thermal energy surrounds me and I take a step towards them.

            


Chapter 339 - 6 / 2357


                I have been thinking lately, and my build is a big mess, to say it gently. Sure, I have a lot of skills, but no matter how hard I try to master them all, it’s impossible, and not often does each of the skills shine. They are all pretty situational and often countered by stronger or more skilled opponents.

Sure, I’m extremely versatile, and I can switch up the way I fight, but at least to me, it feels lacking. Currently, I would say I’m at my strongest against multitudes of weaker opponents. The amount of mana and multiple skills I can use are good for bombardment and large-scale damage.

When it comes to fighting a single, strong opponent, they can almost always pull off some kind of counter, forcing me to try to either surprise my opponent or overwhelm them with the sheer amount of bullshit I can throw at them.

It’s not bad, not really. I did it all with the future in mind. I’m building a strong base to build upon, picking my own unique way. But until then, it will be a pain in the ass at times.

I dodge a slash from a Hell difficulty man called Swordmaster, and his next attack slips across my armor while he blocks my swing.

He jumps back a few times, and AnotherOneHere does something that changes gravity; causing it to pull me up toward the ceiling, rather than the ground.

Surrounding myself with a barrier made of [Regalia], I tank a barrage of ranged attacks launched by people from Hard and Normal difficulty, as I take a moment to examine the skill disrupting my relative gravity before disrupting it.

I fire off three projectiles in quick succession, each tied to an anchor, and teleport to one as they land.

My ax burrows into the leg of a man who attacked me with a bothersome form of shadow magic. Taking care not to kill him, I absorb some of his mana through the ax, allowing the weapon to strengthen me.

I teleport again leaving a thermal orb in my place, the orb explodes, reducing the injured man into particles and wounding Swordmaster in the process, who quickly changes direction and rushes me again.

Before AnotherOneHere’s gravity skill can slow me down again, I disrupt it and burrow the ax into another man. Then I teleport again leaving another thermal orb in my place. This time it doesn’t manage to explode before being covered by a shield of rock emerging from the floor.

Making distance between us, I send a small tri-colored orb through the anchor, allowing it to explode within the room, the explosion strengthened by its confinement. Dust and rocks fall from the ceiling, shaking the walls and pieces crumble down while the men and women shout.

Four more people from Hard and Normal die, leaving 7 people.

I set up another barrier, deflecting a barrage of attacks that move much quicker thanks to a liberal application of gravity magic by AnotherOneHere.

When I teleport back inside the room, Swordmaster is already there, with a strange form of mana surrounding an epic sword that he holds with the confidence of an expert.

It pierces through my armor and stops only after I add [Resonance] to the mix. His movement accelerates, the same weird mana moves to his feet as he kicks at me, causing the same kind of damage to my armor.

He dodges a projectile I send his way, quickening his movements even more before burrowing his knee into my chest plate and then jumps back, tilting his head to avoid a cone of kinetic energy.

Swordmaster’s sword cuts through my flames, and even without armor, his body resists the heat as he attacks me.

When I teleport, he locates me surprisingly quickly, getting used to my style.

I feel a pull on my body, as gravity changes once more in an attempt to slow me down and he seizes the opportunity, as his sword shines even brighter as he slashes towards my neck.

My [Redistribution] at full power stops him for a moment. The pulse of disrupting mana makes him stagger in surprise as his enhancements disappear, and a sudden blast of kinetic energy tears a large chunk out of his arm. Yet the man still manages to avoid the worst of it.

Before I can follow up, the rock I’m standing on turns into mud, imprisoning my feet, as a golem-like creature as tall as me climbs up from the ground, reaching toward me.

When the golem grabs my armor, I find myself unable to teleport, the last anchor disrupted. I’m honestly surprised it took them so long to get around to that.

More mana radiates from my body, the armor around me expanding and surrounding me leaving me twice my normal height and towering over the golem.

With a single kick, I send the golem flying toward its creator, before returning to my normal size and teleporting to an anchor I left on the golem. A few teleports and kinetic blasts later, only two men from Hell difficulty remain, as my body is strengthened by the effect of the ax.

“Noname, you’re on the 6th floor, right?” AnotherOneHere asks as I face the remaining duo.

Seeing no reason to be rude, I nod; the man has been rather polite in the Community.

Swordmaster, with his sword on his shoulder, gives me a look before shrugging and nodding towards his group member, “We always knew group 4 wasn’t exactly normal.”

“It’s still disappointing to see such a difference between people from Hell.” Finishing his preparations, AnotherOneHere raises his hands and claps.

The sides of the room I’m standing in tear apart, huge pieces of rock heading towards me in an attempt to crush me between them.

They expect me to teleport, so I create an anchor and activate it halfway. Then, instead of teleporting, I send a tricolored orb that I’ve been forming in my mouth. It explodes the moment Swordmaster reaches the anchor.

I, meanwhile, create a barrier around myself, mitigating any damage from the rocks and the explosion that takes out Swordmaster. The poor guy was too incompatible with my fighting style and my skills made countering him simple enough.

AnotherOneHere uses his gravity skill, slightly compressing a portion of the explosion and redirecting it. Wounded and exhausted he rests against the wall, breathing heavily.

When my axe cuts into his leg, he looks up at me, “That’s cold as fuck,” he breathes out as the axe starts absorbing his mana to strengthen my body.

“There are a few more people not that far over us. I will go after them right away, so I need to save a bit of mana,” I respond.

He laughs unbelievably and shakes his head, “Well, good luck then.”

I nod, “Thank you.”

A few moments later, he turns into particles when the system judges that he’s started to die.

Only then do I allow myself to crack my mask and breathe out in a long, shaky breath. Then I concentrate and examine a few of the smaller wounds Swordmaster managed to inflict that are still healing at a slower rate than they should. These guys did have quite a few decent skills; they weren’t Hell difficulty for nothing.

I lift Swordmaster’s sword from the ground. An epic item with the effect of making wounds slower to heal the more mana is used to power it while increasing its cutting force as well.

I decide to keep it along with my ax and proceed to look for the second epic item. It is a small ring that served as a consumable type of item, bearing three activations that would heal its bearer. All uses were probably gone even before the fight.

In the future, I will have to get cooking with Lily and create my own version of an item with a similar effect as the ring.

 







 

When two hours remain, the weather changes again. The snow disappears, and earthquakes ravage the area while the barrier shrinks again, evaporating anything that touches it.

Moving to the middle of the Survival Domain, I fight more people.

I encounter a group from Easy difficulty that has somehow managed to survive until now, though they quickly surrender.

Another is a group from Normal difficulty that tries to fight back only to be flabbergasted even as I use the slightest amount of the mana generated by my body. Their attacks can’t even reach me, and most of the time, just the strength of my body boosted by the ax’s effect is enough to do the job.

People from Hard are a bit more difficult to deal with and always move in bigger groups, sometimes they even travel with one or two remaining members of Hell difficulty. Fights against them are always enjoyable. Their skills are better, their stats higher, and their traits are more interesting. I examine them and take note of the way they make use of their skills, but in the end, even they find themselves defeated with a blend of skills that always surprise them.

I, like a few others, have been through Beyond trials. Even if others could’ve gone, they have decided to not use the upgrade token that way or failed to fulfill the other requirements. So there’s as much difference between me and a person from Hard difficulty as there is between me and most other people from Hell.

I still haven’t touched my Mana Reservoir containing three times the mana produced by my body, so I tap it to increase my speed towards the middle of the domain.

 







 

One hour remains, and the barrier is slowly and surely shrinking from the size of a large city to who knows what ending point.

In the distance, I see the lightning flicker and the terrifying sound of Tess’s projectiles and then a new notification.

Tacita (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Sset (Hell, 4th)

I feel a disturbing gray mana move to my right, an explosion of it, and another notification.

Savant (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Grumpy (Hell, 5th)

Savant (Hell, 4th) ⟶ FoodFood (Hell, 6th)

That already makes me the last remaining survivor from group 4 other than Sophie, who is God knows where. I can only feel the ghost of her presence in the web of mana constructs she’s left behind.
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We have a much smaller leaderboard now.

1st (431 pts) - Noname

2nd (375 pts) - Savant

3rd (333 pts) - Tacita

4th (256 pts) - Soph

5th (167 pts) - Bard

6th (1 pts) - Adam

A man with black hair tied into a ponytail and green eyes jumps up and lands on the roof opposite mine. He’s wearing a simple-looking glove over his right hand that radiates an extraordinary amount of strength, even when not in use.

“I guess you found the arcane item?” I ask him.

“Yes, I had hoped to find it earlier and get more points, but even so, the timing is fitting. It uses a lot of mana, so you would probably like it better, though,” he answers.

Interrupting our conversation, a man stumbles to the top of the roof.

Bard (Hell, 5th)

He’s missing an arm and he does something to his body to keep himself from bleeding out. Just looking at his state, I guess he won’t be able to last much longer.

Looking at me and Savant he staggers and stops. Then he sighs, “Fucking corgi, tore my arm off. He was so goddamn cute…”

Before he can say more, Tacita appears behind his back at a speed unique to her, epic dagger in her hand slashing down and turning the man into particles. Tacita then stands there and sweeps her messy brown hair from her eyes. Her lively eyes meet mine and Savant’s.

Tacita (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Bard (Hell, 5th)

Other than Sophie, one last man remains. The one with a single point. A member of Gareth’s group. He walks up the stairs to the top of the building and reaches the roof after opening the creaking iron door.

Adam (Hell, 5th)

The blonde sixty year old looking man with long wavy hair is in a pristine state, wearing something akin to a suit. He holds no weapon and there isn’t a single mark on his body. Either he’s avoided fighting or he’s just been hiding up until now. But it’s clear that he’s barely used any stamina or mana, unlike the rest of us.

The man in the suit turns to Savant, “Hey youngster, wanna get rid of that glove and make things fair?”

“No.”

“Understandable.”

A silence ensues and all of us stand there nearly feeling awkward, no one wanting to be the first to face the arcane item.

“Hey, really, let’s get rid of that…” I try to say as well.

“No.”

Damn it, “Do you not want to fight properly? Using an arcane item is cheap as fuck.”

“I will fight one versus one during the duels. I know you would gladly use the glove as well.”

Well, he is not wrong. Unlike him, I would’ve probably used it a minute ago.

“So why don’t you attack?” I ask him.

“Your friend is still sneaking around. She keeps trying to get into my mind and the glove requires a lot of concentration.”

This time the man in the suit asks, sensing an opportunity “So you can’t defend against her and use the glove at the same time?”

“There is only one way for you to find out.” Then his expression changes and his mana flows into the glove, “Found you,” he says simply and moves his hand as if swatting away a fly.

The part of the city he gestured towards explodes in a single yet impressive show of telekinesis, destroying multiple buildings and a big part of the street.

Savant (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Soph (Hell, 5th)

The moment Sophie dies, the web and constructs that she’s been planting all over the place all head for Savant, in a last act of revenge.

Tacita disappears.

A purple circle forms behind Adam’s back.

And I reach into my Mana Reservoir, as all that mana floods my body. There is no more hesitation, no more conserving mana, and with an ax and a sword in my hands, black mana seeps into my body and my eyes activate.

Less than thirty minutes remain, but I don’t think I will be able to last more than a minute before the system judges I’m dead.

Should be enough.

            


Chapter 340 -  It’s MY mana


                With my eyes activated and strengthening and pummeling my body, I jump from building to building, prepared for Tacita to attack me.

Even then, Savant doesn’t use the arcane glove and stands there, his mana surrounding his body as he fights the aftereffects of Sophie’s skill.

Two tri-colored orbs shoot at him, one of them disappearing the moment it enters his reach, the other one redirected at Adam. The man in the suit repositions before the orb explodes, sending a shockwave and heat into the area. Purple mana flickers around Adam´s body as he does so.

Keeping an eye on Savant, I try to find out what happened to the second orb, but it’s gone.

Where did it go? I can’t sense anything.

Like a flash, Tacita appears near Savant, a dagger in her hand slashing down only for her to freeze on the spot as he squeezes his hand into a fist, using the arcane weapon.

Unbothered, Tacita’s presence becomes even fainter, and she disappears from the spot where she stood. A big chunk of the building implodes into a small spot as Savant fully closes his gloved hand into a fist.

Purple mana erupts from Adam, moving like water and crashing against Savant in huge waves. The air flickers under its influence, and the pressure of his weird skill grinds the building around Savant to dust.

Without even using his weapon, Savant does something, and even though the attack continues, it doesn’t touch him at all. Then he moves his hand, and all the anchors I’ve placed disappear. 

Tacita, who attacks him again, is thrown away, into the empty city. While Adam is sent crashing to the ground surrounded by his purple mana.

With my mana around me like a brilliant flame, I endure it all, floating in the same spot in the space. My eyes are bleeding as I read his movements and tactics. My domain expands even further, and Savant´s domain pushes against mine, a gentle orange light radiating from him.

Within my domain, my mana becomes easier to manipulate, and within his, mana radiation slowly ramps up, attempting to crush me.

I know that skill. It’s hard to forget. The skill that Champion Tristan, controlled by mind mage Emperor, used to wipe out his world.

[Dawn]

In my domain, dozens of mana projectiles form a constant barrage to harry the man. Weaker ones disappear within his domain, and the stronger ones disappear an arm’s reach in front of him because of his other skill.

Tacita moves to attack him again, but Savant, while defending against me, sends a pulse of telekinesis from the glove. The brown-haired woman tilts her body, taking damage and spinning around before lowering her posture to avoid another attack. Her body moves even quicker than before.

Before he can attack her, I push against him with my domain, [Redistribution] and [Resonance] at full power crash against his body, trying to stop his movement and disrupt his mana as I read its flow.

But all of it is pointless in attempting to match the arcane item. His hand moves and a big chunk of his mana disappears with it.

The air reverberates, and I layer barriers in front of me when a huge area surrounding him explodes, all the buildings blown away as if by a powerful wind. Another pulse sends all dust away, revealing Savant standing on an untouched building and the tons of debris floating around him.

Tacita is there already, her knife embedded in his side and pointed at his heart, yet she is unable to push deeper, her movement arrested in the same way as the debris, at a high cost to Savant´s mana.

He looks at her, the arcane weapon glowing. “How?” he asks almost curiously.



I bet if Tacita could move, she would just shrug.

Then he squeezes his fist and she disappears, turning into particles, unable to escape this time. Her dagger glows once more before that, damaging her target further, making him stagger and spit out some blood.

Immediately after, even wounded, Savant moves, lifting his hand with the glove in front of him. A javelin made of black mana stops an arm reach in front of him.

He tries to absorb it like he did with the attacks from before, but it doesn’t work. It did cost me a lot of focus and damage to my body to make that javelin in my current restricted state, so what will he do now?

With curiosity, I watch as he looks at the javelin and then at me.

Then a gray mana I know so well emerges from somewhere within him to war against the javelin.

When black mana and [Disintegration] meet, they clash for a short moment, and then [Disintegration] destroys part of the black mana javelin before the skill weakens enough for the remaining black mana to absorb it.

Seeing that, Savant tries to absorb what remains but is unsuccessful.

Having a good idea at this point what his skills are, I put my body and mana into overdrive. My attacks strike him once more, a barrage of thermal, kinetic energy, or pure mana constantly assaulting him and destroying the building he stands on. Adding to the mix, orbs filled with disrupting mana pop near him, pressuring him to keep up his domain and waste his mana.

Adam and his wave-like purple mana shoot into the area, crashing over it and pressuring Savant even more. And the entire time, I keep collecting mana inside my body.

This isn’t all, I know.

Savant uses another chunk of his mana, and the glove on his hand glows, destroying more buildings and throwing the debris at Adam. The circle behind his back changes, and the purple mana surrounds him, defending against that all. Adam seems to be confident and he still has big reserves, so he will last longer than Savant, I’m sure of that.

That’s when one of my small black orbs crashes into his purple barrier, touching it and immediately starting to absorb it. Unable to stop it his defenses are sucked away, the barrier crumples, and the debris compresses on him.

Another orb explodes inside of his barrier.

Noname (Hell, 4th) ⟶ Adam (Hell, 5th)
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The rooftop explodes under my feet as I use my strengthened body and a push of kinetic energy to fly in a circle, rows of buildings crashing behind me caused by the arcane weapon Savant wields.

When he stops his attack, I examine my body.

That’s not good at all. But it could be worse, I guess. Looking at it, the system will consider me dead in ten to thirty seconds, maybe?

“Not enough mana for the glove?” I call to Savant.

“It’s more fitting for obstinate people like you. It uses quite a bit.” He sweeps some hair from his face, and his domain skill shrinks even more.

He is not capable of resisting my [Mana Domain] infused with [Resonance] and powered by a steady stream of mana from my Mana Reservoir.

Another of my compressed javelins crashes against him, only to disappear to god knows where. A skill similar to the one the last king had on the 3rd Floor.

Increasing pressure with my domain, I place anchors closer to him to distract him and charge ahead, squeezing the ax and sword in my hands.

When I teleport, he moves his hand and activates the glove once more, all three of my anchors are damaged by telekinesis. But I don’t use any of them and just reappear on the same spot.

When he lifts his arm towards me, I’m already in front of him, and telekinesis crashes against my crossed weapons, as I launch a few projectiles at him.

As the epic weapons crumple and crack, I let go and teleport to one of the projectiles I had tied an anchor to.

Losing control over the black mana, I force it out of my body into the shape of a black dagger, and my vision blurs out as my eyes finally deactivate, unable to keep them up.

Sounds come rushing in as my mind loses hold over [Focus], and with a last stumble, I stab the dagger into the forearm wearing the glove.

His absorption skill activates, trying to get rid of the black mana or send his mana to the glove, but the black dagger absorbs it all and starts sucking in more.

Decisively, mana takes shape in the palm of his other hand, and he cuts off his arm at the elbow. An orange light shines around him, and he is blown away instead of getting killed by the kinetic energy I was able to collect.

Once he’s further away, he stops, blood dripping from his arm. Looking at him, I reach down and take the glove off his severed arm and put it on my hand. 

The moment I do so, I feel something eating at my hand, and I quickly identify the skill.

I intentionally destabilize kinetic energy inside of my body, blowing off my hand with the glove on. 

I watch as [Disintegration] eats up my hand inside of the glove, and I laugh shortly. “Well, that was kind of stupid of me. But I really wanted to try that glove.”

When I turn to him, he stands there wordlessly, his [Dawn] defending him against my attacks. His eyes calm and sharp, calculating, observing my every movement, and that annoying skill of his flickers in the air, ready to drive me back.

I glance at the black dagger that’s already turned into a black orb, floating there, trying to absorb any mana that comes close, eating at both of our domains. I don’t think I can play it safely and try to pressure him from a distance until he is out of mana. He will probably be able to last that long.

Ten seconds at most remain, and my body will crumble. I would die, but the system won’t let me; instead, it will send me away. So, let’s be stupid and check how far the 4th-floor me could be pushed before dying.

All the mana I was releasing up until now gets pulled towards me like into a vortex, and [Focus] activates once more, forcing my trait to activate as well.

One of my eyes loses its sight, and the other one is blurry, and I feel more wounds opening across my body. Then I reach out to all my remaining mana, all around me and in my domain, to pull it…

I stop.

“You poisoned my mana.”

“So you have noticed. However, it doesn’t matter, you are done anyway. You won’t be able to control your mana anymore.”

Me? Done?

Because you decided that?

It’s MY mana.

 





 

POV Tess Hansen

As always, when pushed to the corner, Nathaniel becomes the most dangerous. At the point where there is only a sliver of his life remaining, he throws all his failsafes away and becomes like a dangerous animal.

He was always like this. Even when he got ganged up on by a group of boys who called him the brother of a murderer, he fought back. And then, when they pushed him to the point of losing, pummeled, and bleeding, he started biting, scratching, and fighting dirty.

Just a few fights like that were enough. Even if he lost, the boys just became too scared, and decided that it wasn’t worth the attempt anymore. That, and the fact that Nat hunted them when they were alone, beating them to the point where they were always moving in groups.

Even now, he has the same expression as we watch him on a giant screen in the common area. The screen that allows people who left the Survival Domain to watch what’s happening inside.

Nathaniel says, “You have poisoned my mana,” and Savant answers.

Even knowing that the poisoned mana, his mana, continues to rush back into his body, his other eye losing sight, and wounds savaging his body.

When he charges this time, the leg he uses to leap breaks in a dozen spots, turning into a floppy sack of shattered bone made of skin.

He moves quicker than even Tacita did, destroying his body in the process. Yet, somehow, he’s still capable enough to use that black mana of his to pull this off without immediately killing himself. 

We can’t die during the tournament, but being able to push yourself to the point where you know you will die requires a special kind of mind.

When he crashes into Savant, the man, surprised, has time only to tilt his body and avoid most of the attack. Both of them roll on the ground, and in Nat’s arm, a nail made of black mana forms; he stabs it into the arm the Savant uses to cover his eye.

The nail absorbs Savant’s attempt to push Nathaniel away, and Nathaniel smashes his head down, breaking Savant’s nose, and blood spills.

Savant dodges another attack, his arm still somehow coated in pale blue mana; he stabs into Nathaniel’s side.

In exchange, Nathaniel stabs the exposed jagged bone that’s left of his exploded hand and forearm into Savant’s neck. He has a cold expression on his face as he does so.

The entire time their domains clash, Nathaniel’s easily overpowering Savant’s, as his mana radiates from his body, forcing the other man to shrink his domain more and more until it’s barely covering his body. And anything outside of it is destroyed immediately.

Heat, vibrations, and mana itself move around, trying to tear Savant apart, only stopped by the gentle orange light surrounding him. But it’s clear he won’t last much longer.

Unfortunately, neither will Nathaniel.

Savant observes him calmly, and when Nathaniel attacks him, he blocks the strike and stabs Nathaniel again.

Ignoring that precise mortal wound another black nail forms in Nathaniel’s hand, and with a swing, he stabs it down towards Savant’s eyes. In the middle of that movement, his body turns into shiny particles, and he disappears.

Silence fills the common area, no one says anything, and everyone is staring at the screen.

While holding his palm on his strongly bleeding neck, Savant stands up and looks at the spot where Nat disappeared. For a short moment, he stares there, the meaning of that look is hard to decipher.

The winner of the first event has been decided.

The air next to our group wavers, and Nat appears, outside of the Survival Domain. He is fully healed, his clothes fixed as well, and his mana restored to the levels before the event started.

Nathaniel blinks a few times, looking around with wild eyes, ready to attack. Mana radiates off him in waves that wash over the common area, causing some people from lower difficulties to throw up and others to faint.

I watch him, curious what expression he intends to put on, but his expression just returns to his usual neutral face and his mana disappears as if it never existed, barely a whisper.

“I will get the fucker during the duels,” he declares simply.

Even with his hard-to-read face, I can tell how dissatisfied he is.

Then he turns around, passing by the groups of people and heading towards our house. Dozens of people flee from his path, some looking at him like some kind of demon.

            


Chapter 341 - Better than a stick


                Congratulations, you have placed 2nd in the 1st event - Survival Domain and you have also reached 1st place in points collected - 441 pts.

You can exchange your points for shards. 1 point = 5 shards.

The reward for placing 2nd overall is 3 thousand shards.

You may, either, receive the shards and choose one of three rewards, or forfeit them to choose from a selection of higher quality rewards.

 

I close my eyes and lean back in the massive armchair I’ve claimed for myself and moved to the terrace, offering a decent-ish view of the common area and the houses on the grassy hills surrounding it.

So 2nd place it is.

Tsk.

If he hadn’t gotten that goddamn arcane item if he hadn’t absorbed a bit of Lily’s [Disintegration]…

And what the heck even is that skill and how long can he store the absorbed skills? I’m pretty sure his skill does something like that after seeing it at work.

So is that asshole storing the tri-colored orbs I shot at him? How much mana does it require to store them? What’s the name of the skill? How the heck does he have [Dawn] and the mana stone from Tristan that he gave to Lily?

Did he get chummy with Champion Tristan back on the second floor?

Biscuit! I need emotional support. I’m frustrated!

As if he heard me, the best doggo of all tournament floors comes floating my way to land in my lap. He also got defeated so he is quiet and just rests on my lap while I boop his nose a few times and then pet him.

“We will get our revenge in the other events,” I whisper to him.

He woofs in agreement and I focus back on the notifications.

Should I try to gain as many shards as possible or try for better rewards? The rewards seem to be personalized so improving them in exchange for a few shards could be well worth it. I can also make shards by selling items in the tournament shop and it’s not like a few thousand shards are going to do very much for me.

“Biscuit, shards, or better rewards?”

(Food.) He says cleverly before closing his eyes again, stretching, and continuing to rest.

Cute.

Rewards it is.

You have decided to not receive your shards. Please pick one of the three following rewards:

Epic grade passive skill

Epic grade item

Summon disciple (24h)

Looking at the rewards, the passive and the item, must at least be mid-grade if not upper grade, to be listed here, but I’m not even thinking of them.

“Give me the last one.”

The window disappears and my slowly souring mood immediately improves. The item is called a disciple summoning, not a minion summoning token but I can live with that.

Grabbing Biscuit and holding him to my chest, I stand up and head towards the living room where the others are. A lively conversation immediately cuts off, leaving me staring down a number of awkward looks.

Are they worried about my mood because I lost… because that asshole cheated and got 1st place?

“I’m fine, like I said, I’ll get that dick in the other events. But more importantly. Tess, get Channeler and see if he can’t find frozen pizza or someone who can cook pizza for us. I’m offering an epic item for that.”

I let the stream of questions pass, already planning.

The 1st day was a free day without an event so now after the second day and first event, 5 full days and 4 events remain. If the events take as much time as the 1st, that leaves us with one more free day, probably before the last event to let us rest.

I need to confirm, but if I’m right, that will be the day I introduce my very first minion to group 4.

 







 

Flashback Savant - 1st Floor

They fight the small green monsters and I watch as a few of them die, pierced by the primitive weapons.

The wounds caused by their weapons are severe, of the sort that would kill them anyway without access to antibiotics and modern surgery. There are already a few people with high fever and sepsis from earlier attacks.

As they scream and cry, I do not pity them. They left me to die.

It’s a reasonable decision, without my prosthesis I can’t move as quickly as them and would only slow them down. That much is confirmed even now as three goblins surround me, two grunts and a shaman. All the warriors went after the group.

I watch as a shaman comes closer and even though it’s smaller than me, it smiles in glee, fire flickering in the palm of its hand before forming into a small orb.

It’s captivating. I know it’s possible thanks to the existence of something called mana, but that doesn’t explain much. Is this some kind of technology so advanced that I can only describe it as magic, or is it just a force we don’t understand yet?

And why is my group so slow to adapt to its presence?

When the shaman pulls me down by my hair and reaches to push the flame orb into my eye, his guards snicker. The flame is about to touch me and I can feel its heat scorching my skin. I use my skill and absorb it.

Seeing it disappear, the shaman squawks and I move a bit of the mana I got from the system and burrow my middle and index fingers into the shaman’s eye as deep as I can. The length of my fingers should be enough to reach the monster’s brain, judging from its size.

When the body starts twitching, one of the remaining goblins charges at me. It moves at a speed comparable to other goblins of the same level. It also opens with the same kind of attack, aiming at the middle of my body below the rib cage.

I avoid it and throw my body forward, crashing against the little green monster, both of us falling to the ground. The monster’s body feels tougher than I expected and it attacks, biting my neck and scratching at my arms. While it does so, I find the dagger on its belt. It’s still in the same place I saw it before the attack.

As I grab the dagger, I intend to slide the blade in between its ribs and stab it in the heart but change my mind, unsure of the anatomy. Instead, I burrow the dagger into the underside of the monster’s jaw.

The other goblin only seems to have a dagger, so as expected, it moves closer and jumps on my back. They often use their bodies first when they’re enraged by the deaths of their clanmates.

Before the second goblin stabs me, I use my skill and release the flame I absorbed from the shaman, striking the attacking monster in the face.

While it thrashes and screams on the ground, I crawl closer and stab it in the neck a few times with the dagger I stole.

I level up and my skills do as well.

Crawling back to the corpse of the shaman, I take a dagger and burrow it into the monster’s leg, cutting, slashing, and tearing through the flesh and tendons until I sever it at the knee.

I invest stat points into mana, then take the severed leg and place it on my stump. The length isn’t perfect, but my leg ends somewhere in the middle of the shin, and the shaman’s under the knee so it should be comparable to my normal leg.

Then I use my skill and observe as my body absorbs the monster’s leg into mine.

It looks awful, a thin green leg connected to my skin, they have smaller feet, with no shoes, or hair. Even as I stand up, it’s hard to keep my balance.

But it’s better than a stick.

 







 

Congratulations, your items have been sold through the tournament shop! You have gained 1120 shards. Ten percent will be taken by the system.

And there it is. Taxes at last, indeed one of life’s certainties.

But even then, the revenue isn’t bad. I offered 6 items at an asking price of 150 shards a piece and received closer to 200 for each, that’s what I’d pay for a low tier rare item in the system shop. Did they like my items that much? I’ll have to look into it.

With net profit being around 800 shards, it’s not that bad for a few hours, but damn, I miss the ease of looting the Veil Ignition Station.

After crafting five more items, I put them in the shop as well. Two daggers, one small shield, a spear, and a short sword. Each is a rare grade item, but it’s hard to say if they’re low or mid grade. All I know is they are ugly as hell and sold by Fuckyouintentbitch. But the effects are nice.

I set the starting prices a bit higher now, 160 for the daggers and shield, and 170 for the spear and sword, and I set the auction’s duration at 3 hours.

Satisfied with that, I stretch, but now that I’m done, an annoying thought about the result of the 1st event comes rushing back. So I try to think about something else for a bit. It’s fine, my time will come.

Once outside the facility, I meet Lily in the garden, currently throwing her gray mana at the poor trees.

“Are we fighting the trees?” I ask her.

She doesn’t seem to be amused, “I hate that Savant was able to absorb my skill; it shouldn’t be possible.”

I agree with her. His skill didn’t absorb my black mana, but it succeeded with her [Disintegration]. The interesting thing is that the system allowed it even though he put the same [Restriction] on himself as Lily. So his skill must be quite good.

More to think about. I already have plans to properly experiment with the black mana. My current immortality has given me some amazing opportunities, and after seeing that it really is impossible to die here and that my body and mana will be restored after the event, I can do just that.

“He probably had to use a shitload of mana for his skill to be able to absorb yours. Maybe his skill is just higher level than [Disintegration], or perhaps it has some means of countering yours to some degree,” I tell her.

“Or maybe I’ve just grown overconfident. I kept leveling my other skills and somehow thought [Disintegration] would remain powerful.”

“That’s also an option. But your skill is capable of damaging someone a hundred levels higher, with a high constitution, so it’s not just that. But as you said, a bit of leveling won’t hurt.”

“And you? Are you ok?”

[Focus - lvl 48 > Focus - lvl 49]

“It’s okay,” I pinch Lily’s nose. “By the way, I’m going to introduce you to someone important to me in a few days.”

As I say it, Lily seems to start panicking, “Someone important?” she whispers.

“Yes, you’ll like her.”

“H-her?”

“Yup, anyway, I’m going to train on my own for a bit, so later.” Before she can say anything, I teleport to one of my anchors and fly for a while, reaching a clearing in the forest without anyone nearby.

Checking my surroundings once more, I then move my mana to test something I’ve wanted to do since the start of the event.

A pale blue orb forms over my palm, quickly changing its color multiple times until it’s pitch black. But unlike the event where I was restricted, I can control the black mana quite comfortably.

I let it seep into my body and use it to power [Focus]. Then, as the world slows around me, I create a bigger one than before, using quite a bit of the mana in my body.

In this state that feels so addictive, I let that black mana permeate me, and this time I feel the pressure. It makes it much more difficult to control as black mana inside of my body reaches a certain amount, but I pay it no mind.

Ignoring the pressure and wounds, I let it all seep in and then use it to power a different skill.

[Mana Domain]

Immediately my domain expands, and then more, and again. The size is unlike any I’ve used before. 

Observing it with fascination, I try to understand and learn as much as possible before I lose control. The black mana inside of my body threatens to slip, and even controlling the mana I used to power my [Focus] has become much more difficult.

Through the domain, I sense the mana of every being within it. It feels like I should be able to do even more, but as I make the attempt, the world blacks out, and I die.

I died…Confused, I look around, still in the same place, though my skills have been deactivated and after checking, a chunk of my mana is missing.

The feeling is extremely disturbing even though I quickly reactivate [Focus], this time powered by normal mana.

It takes a few moments to calm my beating heart as I replay what just happened. 

Well, that’s a good start. The system didn’t let me die, which can only mean one thing.

Let’s try it again. 

First, to see how black mana reacts with my other skills and then to learn how much I can control it. I have a lot of time before the 2nd event starts.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    So, something I want to warn you about ahead of time, even though it’s still some time away, as you have learned in today’s chapter.

The entire minion-summon-during-the-tournament most likely won’t be in book 4 when it gets published on Amazon (book 4 will launch on amazon sometime in February of 2025).

I have decided to keep it in the RR chapters for now as I do not have enough time to edit the chapters at the moment.

The reason of removing it is the slight change in mood it causes. Plus it feels like it happened too soon after the minion returned to her world. It’s something I realized later, and by then, it was too late to make changes.

So, for now, consider it as free bonus material (When you get to it in the future chapters). I know a lot of patrons loved the minion-summon-during-the-tournament mini-arc, and there are some chapters I like very much, but as I said, it felt too soon, and that’s why I will most likely edit it out from the final version of book 4.



Thanks for reading!



                



Chapter 342 - (¬_¬)


                [Perception] powered by black mana isn’t that special, or at least it’s not at my skill level. I’m not as good at using that skill as I am at using [Focus], so black mana makes it, well, more perceptive. I still prefer my eye trait, but it’s not terrible and could be used to improve my scans.

I might even be able to locate Tacita right now and quite easily at that, but it’s kind of hard to control. I died three times before I got any actual results.

The second skill I’ve decided to test is [Resonance], mostly for the bits that used to be [Oscillation] rather than [Disruption].

[Resonance] powered by black mana easily tears through the trees and rocks in front of me, it covers quite a large area as well. It’s like using highly concentrated, high-frequency kinetic energy but it feels sharper.



Knowing I can’t die, I can afford to be less careful, intending to learn even from the way my body gets damaged. I died twice before getting the result I wanted from the skill.

I also try to use [Resonance] with a burst of black mana to send a massive disrupting wave, as big as I can make it, and after examining it I’m almost sure it hit everyone within the common area. It’s almost like a wide range EMP for mana.

With that one pulse, the black mana I used for the skill is gone. It took up a lot of it, but the area is huge so I’m satisfied.

So what if it scared a few people and messed up the web the others from Hell and the Hard difficulty people have been constructing over the common area? It’s a price I’m willing to pay.

Next, I decide not to test it on more skills. The event is still a bit off, but I need to get there with my mana topped out.

For the last test with black mana, I create a big amount and send it through my body, in a manner similar to my Reinforcement and body strengthening. And I observe it the entire time, without activating my healing passive even as my body takes damage, my bones and muscles strengthened by mana while it puts them through an immense amount of strain at the same time.

I move that mana to certain parts, like to my feet or arms, and attempt independently strengthening them. Then I manipulate mana to create a black dagger before reabsorbing it.

Each of these attempts would be extremely dangerous given that a single spike can tear my organs and mind apart, but here I’m not that worried.

Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

[Mana Manipulation]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 0 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 38]

Huh? What?

Confused, I ignore the black mana for a moment and check my status and the skill is there. 

I’ve reacquired one of my original skills.

Didn’t the system say it would be extremely difficult to get the skill back? And I was already getting used to training without it, and why the heck is it so high level? The other skills I’ve gained are mostly in the single digits.

Is it because I had it before, and more importantly, does that mean I can use [Mana Manipulation] in another skill combination? Is that even allowed? If so then maybe, in the future when I use it for another skill combination, I can get it back again.

This is a total scam!

It’s still surprising, but I can’t complain. It must mean that I have a great talent when it comes to mana, right? Hehe.

I notice that my body is starting to take too much damage, and overjoyed over the new skill, I send kinetic energy into my brain and blow off my head. I die again, my body returning to its normal state.

From testing, I know that if I had waited any longer the system would have restored me to my wounded state even if I wasn’t dead. I’m still not sure what the exact time limit is, but it’s something that can be found out with a bit of testing.

After “reviving”, the first thing I see is Tacita squatting in front of me and looking at me in a way that I can’t quite describe. Is it amazement? Admiration? Did she stalk me and see me testing the black mana and dying?

She lifts her pointer finger close to her temple and makes a circular movement while looking at me.

Oh, come on! Everyone normal would do that! You can’t die here, so it’s not a problem to destroy your body a few times.

“I’m normal. That was entirely reasonable,” I protest.

She blinks a few times and then gestures at the ground where she quickly draws something with her finger.

(¬_¬)

“I’m normal.”

She wipes it off and pats my shoulder once before drawing again.

(ಠ_ಠ)

“Did you come here just to make fun of me?”

Tacita shakes her head.

“Do you want something from me?”

A short nod.

“What is it?”

(>^_^)> ☆･ﾟ*･｡ﾟ

There is NO WAY she is more normal than me.

“Explosion?”

She nods excitedly a few times but then gestures to indicate that I’ve missed something.

“Do you want me to cause an explosion?”

Tacita shakes her head.

“Did you find me because of an explosion?”

She shakes her head again.

Hmm, this is a fun game so I plop on the ground opposite of her and think.

“Did you maybe feel my disrupting wave?”

(＾▽＾)

Carefully, she touches her shirt which I now realize is black.

Oh.

“You want to see my black orb?”

(＾▽＾)

“What do I get in exchange?” I ask.

To my surprise, she thinks about it for a while, and seriously at that. Then she pulls out a small brooch in the shape of a leaf and puts it on the ground.

Examining it, I learn that it’s an epic item with two uses left. Each of these uses increases dexterity by 200 points for 10 seconds. It’s the first time I’ve seen an item like this and can’t help but think about how scary someone like Tacita would be with something like this.

I wonder how she deals with the attribute imbalance I’m sure she’s experiencing. Without enough Constitution, each of her quick movements likely threatens to tear her apart. Is it some trait? Epic passives? Active skills? There are plenty of options.

The item is nice, but I would rather try to build a good relationship with her. That would be much more valuable.

“I was joking, I’ll show you for free. Just don’t attack me or my group without a good reason.”

Tacita looks at me and then seems to be thinking about it for a while.

A minute passes like that.

Then she looks at me again, into my eyes and I return her gaze. She smiles gently and gestures with her hand.

Maybe.

“That’s enough.”

She takes the brooch and gestures at me impatiently.

I reach out and compress mana into a smaller orb that quickly turns black, as I am already used to the process. She watches it all with fascination like an excited little girl finding a new toy.

Her hands move in sign language, but she quickly remembers I do not understand and then points at the orb while looking at me with a question.

“Yes, you can.”

Tacita nods quickly and a barrier forms on her skin as she reaches her finger towards the black mana orb. It starts absorbing her mana the moment it enters her range.

At this point, I know showing her this will help her understand my black orb a bit better and maybe even learn how to counter it.

But I also know she realizes that, and yet I’m still showing it to her. That much should help her form a better image of me. After all, I’m the guy who showed her his secret weapon even though he didn’t have to. Obviously, just that won’t turn her into a friend or anything, but just a little bit, just a first step is enough, and to me, Tacita looks like someone worth keeping close. Well, maybe not too close.

I lean against the tree with my back and observe her as she continues to examine the orb. She changes her barrier, she tries to move her hand so quickly I can’t even track it, probably trying to figure out if she can stop the orb from absorbing her mana by moving quickly enough.

She pokes it with a mana-coated dagger as well.

It’s like she is a curious cat playing with a new toy.

In the end, she seems to be satisfied and stands up. Looking at me, she shows a thumbs-up. 

The heck. 

Then after waving her hand, she runs away at a speed that would probably look like teleportation to someone with worse senses.

 







 

I head back to our house when a notification informs me that all the weapons I put into the shop have been sold. After the system takes its cut, I get 1200 shards. Plenty more than I was asking.

Something seems to be amiss here. Why would they sell for so much? Looking at the price, people from Normal and Hard should be the only ones buying them, but with what they bought them for they could’ve gotten items from the system shop instead.

Very suspicious.

When I reach the house, Channeler is there as well. Unlike before, he is wearing much nicer clothes and he is slightly tidied up which makes him even more handsome.

Again, the hell. It should be illegal for a man to look like that.

“Noname! I trained using the stone you gave me. It’s amazing! Someone from Hard even tried to steal it from me.”

Oh boy. “Did he get it?”

“Nope! Sset saw it and zapped him and the group who was trying to help him.” He moves closer and continues in a whisper. “Sset is scary. A few of the guys from Hard difficulty cried and begged her to stop, but she was like: ‘Channeler is with Group 4.’ So goddamn cool, I tell you!”

Oh nice, now even Tess is spreading Group 4’s name to other participants. But I’m curious about where she’s going with this.

“Good, if someone bothers you just tell us. It should be easy enough to deal with them.”

“Will do, boss! By the way, did you hear about that creep selling rare items?”

Huh, creep? I know multiple people registered as sellers and I even saw some rare items in the tournament shop, but who could have caught enough interest by now for anyone to be talking about them?

“Anything interesting?” I ask.

“Yup! He made a few rare items and was selling them at a ridiculously low price! I’m friends with some of the guys from Normal difficulty and they’ve already started talking about it. They say his weapons are being sold at the price of a low rare item with the performance of a mid rare! Apparently, not many people have realized their value yet.”

Heh, what a loser, getting scammed already.

Channeler continues, “The items are ugly as hell and sometimes they’re hard to hold and the shape’s all wrong.”

Wait a moment.

He laughs shortly, “The guys complained a lot about them being ugly, but the performance and effects are amazing for such a high grade so they’ve been selling like hotcakes. I even heard some were trading them in for other, more valuable items with crafters from Hard difficulty who wanted to examine them.”

Please no.

Channeler explodes into laughter, “But best of all is the guy’s name. Everyone calls him Tent Creep who apparently wants to… well, you know… Anyway, if you see any tent you better avoid it.”

T-That’s not it!

I try to correct him, “Isn’t his name ‘Fuck You Intent Bitch’? I think I saw it.”

Channeler just shrugs, “What even is “intent”? Anyway, they don’t care. Since the name has caught on, they’re likely to keep using it,” he smirks. “Obviously no one will make fun of him to his face. It would be dumb to make fun of someone with that level of skill!”

“Yes, that would be really stupid.”

“Maybe you could buy some of his stuff, creep or not.”

“Yes, maybe. Hehe, such a stupid name.”

“Right? I have to go to Soph. Gareth and others are getting annoyed by the web she is setting up around the common area. It interferes with, and has apparently been taking over, parts of their own web. They’ve already sent Brainiac to talk to her, but apparently, he’s just been messing around with the other members of your group.”

Group 4 indeed, everyone seems to like stirring trouble.

“Sure, I think she is in the workshop with her sister, you can check there.”

“Thanks, I’ll see you later, boss!”

As he leaves, I watch him for a bit longer. It’s nice that his behavior in regards to me hasn’t changed much after the end of the 1st event, unlike some of the others.

When I enter the house, I find Tess alone in the smaller living room with all the furniture floating in the air.

“Tent Creep!” she shouts by way of greeting.

“Oh, come on.” In quick succession, I shoot a few mana orbs at her, and she destroys them with her lightning.

“If you want, I can find out who started it, and you can have a talk with the guy. But that would reveal your secret identity as Tent Creep, and they would laugh behind your back. Or you can keep it secret.”

“Let’s keep it a secret.”

“Sure! By the way, flying is much harder than you make it look. Other than you, Kim, and I, I’ve only seen two guys flying briefly. Maybe there are a few more, but they are all terrible in comparison to you.”

That improves my mood, and I know she said it on purpose. Such a cheeky blonde.

“They just don’t practice enough. I wanted to ask you something.” I move closer and sit in the armchair that starts floating with me on it under the influence of her skill. “You went pretty hard on group 4 during the 1st event, is there a reason for that?”

Tess attacked me the moment she saw me, and then again. I also heard she poked at the others and defeated Min-Jae. It’s weird to me, considering she was the one who wanted to create this atmosphere of camaraderie, yet instead of grouping up during the event she went off alone, even attacked a few of the members of our group.

Slowly, the items float back to the floor along with Tess, who ends up on the couch opposite me.

“I attacked you because I thought it would be fun and I knew you wouldn’t mind.” When she looks at me, I nod and after a short smile, she continues, “I poked the others to remind them that it’s not just you who’s stronger than them in Group 4. I want them to know I’m here as well and they should not forget that.”

“Want to be their mom?”

“Actually, that might not be so inaccurate.” A plate with snacks floats over to me, and I grab one before it floats to Tess who takes some as well. “I want us to be friends, but at the same time, I took on the role of leader for the most part so I need to remind them once in a while. As for Kim, I defeated him because he’s getting cocky, Nathaniel. I saw how harshly he was treating some guys from the Hard difficulty. It was getting awfully close to bullying.”

“Just that?”

“Of course, that alone wouldn’t be enough, it’s just that since he got his new eye, he’s been getting more and more confident. Kim is still young and he doesn’t know what to do with it, so he takes joy in lording his strength over others. But lately, he’s been pushing it.”

“I could look into it,” I offer. Having Min-Jae act cocky and overconfident could cause him some trouble in the future, so I could help with that.

“That would be great, just please don’t be too cruel. I will talk with him too so you can do it later.”

“Sure. That’s fine.” I gesture and head back out.

            


Chapter 343 - Start of the 2nd event


                The 2nd event - The Siege of Aether Keep will be starting in 1 hour!

In 1 hour, everyone will be transferred to the Aether Keep. 

All difficulties will participate in the same instance.

You will be facing a gradually increasing number of enemies trying to destroy Aether Keep. The numbers and strength of the attackers will grow over the duration of the event. You will have 5 hours to prepare your defenses and then 5 hours to defend Aether Keep.

Participants will be rewarded according to their performance during the defense.

Note: You can leave the event at any time you want.

Note: Cooperation with natives from Aether Keep and with participants of the tournament is required and fighting among defenders, be it tutorial attendees or natives, may decrease your points.

Note: You can use [Restriction] for this event.

 

Well, the event seems interesting. The only thing I dislike is the part about not fighting other participants, but it says that there “may” be a punishment. So maybe a bit of infighting is allowed? It also makes me wonder who or what the attackers are and what kind of place Aether Keep will be.

There doesn’t seem to be any restriction on mana or stamina regen, I can’t help but like that part and I have to wonder if I should set a [Restriction]. Placing one might increase my rewards, but not placing one would give me more options for defending the place, which might work out better in the end.

The question is how difficult the second event is going to be. If it’s easy and I placed no [Restriction], it could end up being overkill and earn fewer points.

If it’s difficult and I placed one, I may regret it, and find myself hamstrung during the defense.

Well, I’ll have to leave that to future Nat. He can decide a few seconds before the event starts.

Closing the window, I open another and put three items up for auction. Each one quickly made and apparently, according to the assholes who give me funny names, graded at mid rare. So this time I set the starting price for each one at 300 shards and set the time of the auction to 30 minutes. Let’s see how they do.

As I did before the 1st event, I create a small orb inside my body and start filling it with my mana, trying to smuggle it in again.

Entering the house, I find everyone already inside, spread out over the living room. The most notable is Biscuit who is facing Noodle in a staring contest.

The white snake feels a bit stronger now. Did one of our animal overlords have a breakthrough in his training and is trying to fight for the position of Absolute?

Well, in the end, it doesn’t matter. Biscuit doesn’t even release any mana, just looks at Noodle with his usual silly expression. The one that makes him look like he is smiling with his tongue slightly sticking out.

Even that is enough and Noodle lowers his head and leaves in a clear state of defeat.

(Asshole,) sounds proudly through everyone’s mind as Biscuit announces his victory.

That makes the introverted snake lower his head even more and burrow under the blankets on the couch.

It might seem harsh, but Biscuit is cute so he can do anything he wants.

“Yoo, can you lend me the ax for the event?” Maya asks shamelessly as the fight between two animal overlords is over.

“One thousand shards per hour.”

She blinks a few times staring at me.

“You can’t afford to buy it so a subscription might be a good idea. Even if it’s damaged, it’s an arcane item. It performs at the level of a mid to upper epic item and sometimes even a bit higher.”

“I heard you were offering an epic item to find someone to help you make a good pizza in a few days. We are teammates, right? You can be nice to me too.”

I shake my head, “That pizza is for my precious minion. She deserves it.”

I still remember Vega asking me about my food, and now that I have a token that will allow me to summon her for a day, there is no way I wouldn’t prepare a nice welcome for her. While the 5th floor wasn’t all that long ago and it’s only been a few days since I saw her, this is too good an opportunity to waste, given that we are currently in the middle of a somewhat safe tournament.

Maybe I could let her fight some of the people from Easy and Normal difficulty. I kind of wonder how my minion would do.

“Can I become your minion too?” Maya tries again.

I ignore her and pick up Biscuit from the floor, setting him in my lap and grab his lolling pink tongue, pulling it gently.

Shaking his head, he woofs at me and calls me an asshole.

In exchange, I pull his whiskers and whisper, “I’m going to introduce you to someone in a few days.”

(Asshole?)

“No, she isn’t an asshole like me.” I boop his nose.

(Food?)

“No.”

(Food food?)

“Hell no. It’s a friend.”

(Friend?)

“Yes.”

He tilts his head as if thinking and then looks at me.

(Food!)

Goddamnit Biscuit, can’t you at least try to be normal.

“Any plans for the 2nd event?” I ask Maya.

“Tess is talking to Gareth. Dennis, Aaron, and Sophie managed to set up some kind of telepathic conversation web or something, so we are waiting,” Maya answers.

“I heard Gareth complained about Sophie’s web?” I turn to Izzy, who is still trying to make Noodle come out from under the blankets.

“Soph kept talking about how bad their web is and they refused to fix it. So she created her own with Dennis and Aaron and then started taking over parts of the other web when they complained about it,” Izzy sounds somewhat proud.

That makes me wonder if I shouldn’t create a third web and take over both of them.

“Soph can be spiteful if she wants. One guy told her to keep her mouth shut and let them work when she tried to help with their web,” Maya giggles. She seems to be enjoying the situation a lot.

I get a notification and ignore Maya to check it out.

 

Congratulations, all of the items you put into the auction were sold off for 1500 shards. After the system takes 10%, you will receive 1350 shards!

 

Congratulations, you are currently the 1st in the crafter rankings of the tournament shop.

Rankings:

1st - Fuckyouintentbitch

2nd - Miwa

3rd - Adam

4th - Jonathan

5th - Athena

 

Okay, 1st. The asking price I set was 300 for each of the 3 items, so how the heck did they all get sold for around 500 each? They were only rare items and apparently ugly even with their decent performance. There is something very suspicious here going on. I need to up my prices for sure.

I’m curious about the rankings too. Do they exist to give those with crafting classes the chance to earn some nice rewards too even if they don’t place in the events? Very interesting.

Around thirty minutes remain ‘till the start of the event when Brainiac and Lootenant return, led by our three boys. They are a rowdy crowd, but the moment Brainiac and Lootenant see me they shut up.

“What?” I ask the red-haired boy who is looking at me.

“How did you sense my attack? Only the most powerful natives have managed that up until now.” His behavior is slightly different from before too.

“I’m not helping the party who attacks a single guy six versus one.”

“Oh, come on! How the hell did you even fly? You were restricted to your stats on the 4th Floor, were you already flying back then? What is your level? By the way, Adam wants to talk with you, he is a bit annoyed at the fact you killed him while he was fighting Savant.”

“Adam can go hide somewhere just like he did in the event.”

“Right? I complained to Gary but he didn’t seem to mind. Apparently, that’s just how Adam is.”

Min-Jae also joins in, “I warned you that you should look out for Noname during the event.”

To that, Brainiac gestures widely, “Who would trust that!? I know he’s in Beyond, and he keeps gushing about mana in the Community. But then you meet him and he barely talks and acts like a cat looking down on us poor humans. He doesn’t leak any mana at all. I’ve got nothing against that, Noname,” He adds quickly, “Then you meet him in the event and he just does all this weird shit. And at the end of the event, it looks like he’s gonna start biting pieces off Savant before he dies. Then once it’s all over he loses control of his mana and 357 people from Easy difficulty pass out and 106 more from Normal puke up everything they ate in the past half year and everyone from Hard difficulty with decent mana sensitivity gets scared shitless.”

Is… is he complimenting me?

“Noname,” Brainiac moves even closer, “people are already betting on the result of the duels. Most of the main bets are between you and Savant, a lot of people have money on Tacita. But I’m betting on you.”

“Launch,” I say.

“Huh?” Brainiac asks, confused.

His rambling has put me in a better mood, so I may as well throw him a bone, “The moment you shoot your invisible projectiles you move a lot of mana that makes it super obvious when you will shoot them. I can even read the trajectory that way. Then, the projectiles themselves are unstable and leak mana which makes them more apparent. I recommend using half of the mana you are currently using and focusing on making them more dense. If you’re fighting other humans you can make them a quarter the size, they’re too big as is.”

“Noname!” he shouts happily. “You have to train me! I can trade you some items worth a few hundred shards per lesson.”

Huh? He thinks that’s enough?

“It’ll be at least 1000 shards per hour-long lesson. And that’s heavily discounted already.” I answer. That much should make it worth it.

“Fuck man, that’s too much.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

Brainiac seems to be thinking, “I can get a few guys and we can split the cost. I bet after the 1st event there are plenty who would be willing to join.”

“Four thousand shards worth for group lessons. Five thousand if it’s over 5 people. Ten thousand if it’s over 10 people.”

“What?”

What does he mean by what? There is no way I’m going to let a bunch of people drain all of my energy if I don’t have to. Sure, I can endure it for a while, but only for the right price.

Now that I think about it, if I do well during the other events I might ask more. I wonder if there are actually people who would be willing to do that.

“Come on, Max, leave Noname alone,” Lootenant jumps in, pulling the red-haired Brainiac away.

As Brainiac gets dragged away to the other room, he keeps shouting that I’m a scammer or some other nonsense. 

 







 

With less than ten minutes left on the clock, everyone else returns and Brainiac and Lootenant leave to rejoin their group.

While I continue to prod and poke at Sophie and the twins’ web, Tess and the others have some sort of important meeting which I half listen to. I spend my remaining minutes thinking about what kind of [Restriction] I should set, or if it is even necessary.

In ten seconds you will be moved to the location of the 2nd Event!

The message finally sounds and the final countdown starts. 3, 2, 1,…

You will be transferred to the Aether Keep. You have three seconds to place a [Restriction] if you wish to do so.

Everyone else disappears, followed by me.

Entering the area of the second event I look around. All two thousand tutorial participants are spread out across a massive courtyard, surrounded by a tall wall.

Off to one side is a mountain rising into the sky with windows carved into its faces. Telling me that the mountain’s insides are filled with rooms and buildings. There are also more walls like the one currently surrounding us.

The air here is slightly colder and the clouds almost seem to be close enough to touch.

I give myself some time to examine the place. It’s simple, yet its architecture gives off the impression of old strength and power, and there are rough and fascinating mana-powered inscriptions.

Interestingly, there are thousands of humans all around. Both armored and not. Each one scrambling to prepare the defenses. A dozen well-dressed men with guards following them are heading toward the participants whereupon they start explaining the situation.

Well, it seems like we won’t be defending this place alone.

Looking around I spot and check in on a few people.

Gareth (Hell, 4th)

Sset (Hell, 4th)

Grumpy (Hell, 4th)

Tacita (Hell, 5th)

And then there is also this guy.

Savant (Hell, 3rd)

I see. I think I know his reasoning and I had the same thought. The event has all of the tournament attendees participate and even calls for cooperation. It’s very logical to assume that the event will be somewhat made to reflect that fact. Forgoing a restriction would probably be overkill and far from worth it.

But, the system isn’t always logical.

The system is an asshole.

That’s why the text the others see over my head reads thusly.

Noname (Hell, 6th)

And as far as I can see it’s the highest out of any Hell difficulty participant.

            


Chapter 344 - A low price to pay


                Welcome to the 2nd event, the Siege of the Aether Keep. You now have 5 hours for preparations. Cooperation with other participants and natives is preferred, and doing otherwise will lead to a deduction in points.

After 5 hours, the attack will start. The attack itself will last 5 hours with a gradual increase in difficulty.

The longer you defend, the better your rewards will be.

Enjoy the second event!

 



After a few minutes of just looking around, I look for Tess and move towards her. Unlike me, the blonde started talking with people and natives the moment we arrived here. Scary.

“I think you made a mistake,” Tess tells me when she moves closer, reading the text over my head.

I see, the poor blonde is still underestimating the system. But she will learn, she’s a smart girl.

“Don’t look at me with that patronizing look in your eyes,” Tess complains.

“How are the natives?” I ask her, changing the subject.

“We’ve already tested a few things. They’re like the natives of the other floors with more restrictions. As if their only purpose is to defend Aether Keep. To their minds, we are reinforcements sent by one of their Champions. We were able to gain their cooperation by telling them their Champion instructed us to take command. Gareth and Samuel are already speaking with them and collecting information.”

“Sounds interesting, so what are we defending?”

“Aether Keep is a bastion carved into an extremely tall mountain as you can see. You can do a fly over later and learn more. As for the reason, there seems to be a deposit of arcanadium and other materials in this area.”

Before I can say anything, she interrupts, “Yes, we already sent people to find out if we can take it out of the event. We’re locked out of the system and tournament shops, same as the 1st event. I did ask a few guys to go and try to craft some stuff with the materials. Maybe that could help us smuggle out some materials, but I don’t think the system is going to let that slide.”

That’s such a shame. “Anything you want me to do?”

“Maybe set up some traps for now. You’ll know what to do.” Having said her piece, she leaves to live her busy life as an extrovert.

I, meanwhile, continue to fill the orb inside my body with mana. I could do it with my crown, but I still don’t want Savant to see it. Flying a bit up, I locate someone else instead of scouting, and when I land, I find my good friend waiting there.

BenDover (Hell, 4th)

Surrounded by the rest of his 4-man squad from group 2, IDK, he is as charming as always, welcoming me without any fear. He is even smiling. One of the members of his group I know. The man called Bard, he actually managed to survive quite a while in the 1st event.

“You said you would find me after the event, did you change your mind? It won’t be quite so easy now,” BenDover smirks.

Huh?

Oh. I remember now, I told him I’d find him after the event, right? But then I got distracted by my experiments with black mana and crafting, and I forgot. But seeing him up close now quickly reminds me why I wanted to do it.

“I forgot,” I say simply.

“Sure. I will be waiting,” he smirks and waves at me with a dagger in his hand, the same one that Lorven guy had on the 4th floor. I remember it being quite a decent epic item.

I don’t like it. It feels like he is looking down at me because it’s impossible to die during the tournament.

His teammate tries to calm him down, but he just pushes him away and fearlessly takes a step closer to me, “You keep looking at me that way like you want to do something. But you won’t do shit. The event…”

Using my much higher mana reserve, I grab and hold him with [Redistribution], preventing him from moving or speaking. Without an active [Restriction], I manage it easily, especially with the amount of mana I can use.

“When I feel like it, I will find you in the common area,” I say simply and then a concentrated blast of kinetic energy hits him, the system turning him into particles and sending him away.

You have killed one of your fellow defenders.

100 points have been deducted from your score as punishment.

Current score: -100

A low price to pay to ruin that guy’s day.

“Any problems?” I turn to Bard.

“Would it matter even if I had any?” he sighs. “Just go and do your stuff. We don’t have to fight now that he’s gone.”

Poor guy, having to deal with that asshole because he’s stuck clearing Floors with him.

“Later then,” I say, waving to him before flying off.

For a moment, I consider being petty and taking down Savant, but in the end, I decide against it. That would give the impression that I’m scared of him and need to slow him down. That would be okay with nearly anyone else, but that guy is going down even without resorting to that. Plus there is no need to be an asshole.

Yet.

Flying high above in circles, I examine the area. It looks pretty much like I expected. The mountain in question is a lot taller than Mount Everest though the slope isn’t all that steep and there are multiple roads winding up the face, and framing the mountain’s wide base.

At least I think it’s taller; I’ve never seen Mount Everest with my own eyes, so who knows? It just feels tall and imposing.

The Aether Keep stands at the top, surrounded by a series of three tall walls, with a huge empty plane behind each. After the last wall, there are buildings and structures carved into the mountain itself. All of this has been strengthened with mana and made out of materials tougher than anything known on Earth.

The architecture is simple and rough, but it gives off an impression of power and impenetrability. I also take notice of a three-layered barrier. Each layer encompassed by a wall. Reminding me of the Bastion on the 5th floor.

Flying a bit further at my top speed, no message pops out and the system doesn’t try to stop me, meaning I can probably abandon the event and fly around. But even flying so far, I don’t see any enemies, meaning, either the system is going to spawn them at the beginning of the attack or that they have some means of teleportation.

Now that I don’t have to conserve mana, I fly back at the same high speed.

I could activate the crown and use it as storage for my mana, but I’m not sure if I want to at the moment. The others would see it and try to analyze it the same way I’m analyzing them. Especially Savant with that clinical examining look he turns on everyone.

Then there’s that huge screen in the common area. Even if everyone dies and leaves the event, they would still be able to watch from the common area. But how much does that even matter?

When I land, the surrounding participants cut their conversations short, as everyone takes care to avoid getting in my way.

It seems that slowly, the attendees from Normal and Easy difficulties are realizing the difference in power between themselves and the participants from higher difficulties. I can see it in the way they glance around and tense up when someone stronger approaches.

Unsurprisingly, some stronger guys seem to be enjoying it and there is a bit of bullying going on. Currently nothing too bad, but knowing human nature it will only become worse.

Of course, it’s nothing too prevalent; most people just want to compete and enjoy the event with others who are stuck in the same situation. But even a single guy from Hard difficulty could mess up the day for everyone else.

“I’m with group 4! So knock it off,” someone says calmly.

Recognizing the voice, I head that way and find Channeler facing down two other men and a woman. They feel weak to me, but they’re probably from the lower floors of Hard difficulty.

I get ready to step in, but to my surprise, even the mention of group 4’s involvement is enough to defuse things.

“Fuck, okay, okay, man! We are leaving, it’s our bad, okay? Just don’t tell on us.”

“It’s fine! Everyone makes mistakes,” Channeler smiles. “But please, apologize to him.”

With interest, I watch as they do just that, all three of them.

Then standing by the side, I listen to them as they pass by.

The woman pokes the man, “I thought you were a tough guy and you guys are getting scared of them just mentioning some random group?”

“Shut up, Karen! They have that fucking lightning maniac. She would zap your ass off if she heard you or worse throw you to their dog.”

“A fucking dog? How…” their voices weaken as they walk out of my range.

“Noname!” Channeler notices me and comes rushing with a bright smile. “I used your group’s name like Sset told me to, again,” he says, looking somewhat ashamed. “I know it works, but it feels… you know.” He shrugs.

“It’s fine, but what was that all about? What is Sset even doing?”

“Oh, that? She’s butting heads with Gareth. He and Samuel want to play sheriff and keep the strong from bullying the weak. They set up webs in the common area and have been defusing fights.” He looks around and moves closer.

Channeler continues in a quieter voice, “Sset told me she doesn’t like it. She and Soph favor a different approach, something along the lines of: if anyone fucks around they get put down and the others step in line out of fear.” He smiles. “Normally it wouldn’t work, people would get pissed and push back, but Sset is very strong and Soph’s web is already much better than anything Gareth and Samuel’s people could put together.”

How fun. Infighting and conflicting ideals! Tess seems to be cooking something up and Sophie’s involved too.

“So what’s her plan?” I ask. It’s a bit weird but I did tell Tess to do anything she wants and then point me at anyone who complains. After all, that’s the least I can do.

“Sset has been using your name to scare people into compliance and when anyone does anything too serious she personally beats the shit out of them. No matter what difficulty they are. With Sophie’s web, she gets to the troublemakers quicker than Gareth. She’s also been throwing Group 4’s name around in the process.”

Oh, so she’s been doing some brand building.

That sounds like a lot of annoying work, but if that’s what she wants to do then she’s free to do it. If Gareth and the others complain I will still be by her side. It would be fun to see Group 4 fighting against the opposition. Even though Tess, Lily, and I could probably handle a combined attack from most of Hell difficulty. Probably.

“Well, see you later,” I say, waving to Channeler as I lift off, locating and flying towards Tess and the others.

On the way I spot and stop by Tacita who’s leaning against a tree, watching the arguing group from a distance. She waves shortly and without a word, I plop down on the wall nearby, also observing them from a distance.

Gareth and Adam stand opposite Tess, Maya, and Sophie, discussing something. Behind them stands Samuel. He’s from Hard difficulty, a marine or something. His posture is straight and his clothes are well-kept. A sword as big as he is tall hangs from his back, though its weight doesn’t seem to bother him.

(Food?)

Biscuit moves closer with his wobbly step. He notices Tacita near me and stops. Then he sniffs at her and throws a confused look my way.

(Food!)

I guess he couldn’t smell her? What an interesting skill or trait she has.

“It’s fine,” I say as I lift him from the ground and set him in my lap.

Tacita doesn’t react and glances at the best doggo of the second event. It’s really hard to tell, but I could swear it seemed like she wanted to take a step forward and try to pet him.

I wait for her to gesture at me, but she holds back and returns to observing the others.

Well, it’s her loss.

Maya also notices me and moves closer, handing me the damaged arcane ax I left in her care, and just waves at Tacita who ignores her. Rather than attempting further communication, she pokes Biscuit in the rump at which the doggo perks up and woofs at her a few times. 

Ignoring his frustration, Maya pokes him a few more times while Biscuit twists in my lap. Thankfully, he’s patient with dumb people and deigns not to punish her for the offense.

Maya then glances at the text over my head, “I wonder who’s right, you with no [Restriction] or Savant with the most severe [Restriction] out of Hell difficulty.”

She pauses and looks at me, “Can you create a barrier around us? So no one can listen.”

I do just that and she continues, “Tess will be busy for the next few hours, dealing with the natives, arranging the defenses, and hammering things out with Gareth. She told me to ask you to make a show during the event.” Maya gives me a serious look, “No holding back. Go all out and make sure that even people from Hell difficulty are scared shitless.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey, hey! I know there are some of you who like to wait for an arc to end before checking out Patreon. So, I would like to say that Book 4 just finished on Patreon, along with the tournament arc.

There will be some changes I will make before Book 4 goes to Amazon (sometime in February 2025), but overall, I’m quite happy with Book 4 and the tournament arc.

So hooray, on to Book 5!





In case you want to check out the Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/cerim



                



Chapter 345 - Why do you care?


                I stop and look at her for a moment, and she actually seems to be serious. Tess probably wants to cement Group 4’s strength in the minds of everyone here, whether they’re from Easy or Beyond.

I take a moment to ensure that the barrier around us is still functioning before I note, “I would be showing my hand before the duels. Tacita, Savant, and Gareth would see all of my skills and other abilities.”

“Yes,” Maya agrees. “Tess already considered that. She knew you would object so she told me to ask: Why do you care if they see? You’re on a higher floor than any of them so just fuck them up anyway.”

Those two sentences from Tess, despite coming from Maya, make me think for a while, and though Maya continues to speak, I filter it out.

Yes, Tacita might counter me. Yes, Savant’s full abilities are still a mystery, but why should that stop me? I used to be more cocky and confident. 

It’s as if I’ve placed them all on the same level as me. Even if it’s true, I shouldn’t be thinking like that; I should be an arrogant piece of shit. My subclass is Pride, isn’t it?

“Okay,” I respond, “I’ll do it.”

Tess must have realized it as well, even during the 1st event when I was conserving my mana for the final confrontation. So now that silly blonde is pushing me where she thinks I want to be. 

She really is good at reading people, isn’t she? 

I activate my [Mana Crown], and when it appears over my head, I redirect all the mana I’ve been collecting in the orb into the crown. Storing it there is much more stable and puts less strain on my body.

Even then, the empty space inside the crown barely fills. What a scary mana battery this skill makes.

I make my Thermokinetic Mana Heart compress the mana it generates as much as it can and redirect the stream of generated mana into the crown. My body’s store of mana is full, and my reservoir is full too, so all newly generated mana will flow into the crown. In five hours, a nice amount should be generated.

My Vortex Core is also full, compressed Primordial Energies swirling inside of it.

That is amusing enough. The Armorer said as much on the 5th Floor. My body is extremely mana-conductive. All thanks to my Mana Circuit, my passives, and my constructs. It’s almost as if I’m turning myself into a mana battery, the rest of my body serving as a conduit to direct and shape that mana, right down to my second trait.

Let’s just try not to end up like Armorer’s former Lord, imprisoned and used as a mana supply.

“I’m gonna go prepare then. See you later.” I wave to Maya and carefully set Biscuit down.

The best doggo decides to do his own thing and wobbles on his way as he follows Maya away.

Tacita is observing me with her lively eyes, still leaning against the tree, brown hair falling over her forehead. Her eyes flicker towards my crown a few times and I watch the thoughts flash behind her gaze. As if she’s already picturing our confrontation in her mind. I can tell, I’ve done the same so many times already.

“Do you think you can take me down?” I ask her.

She pauses for a moment, though it’s only a short one. Tacita smiles brightly, her eyes squinting into a dangerous gaze.

“I see.” There is no need for more words.

Even as I walk away, I start already preparing ideas on how to best use my mana here.

I like the idea of using the ethercrystals they mine here. With a few good inscriptions, I could probably turn the entire mine into a bomb. But the quest is to defend the place’ not blow it up, unfortunately.

Or I could turn myself into a bomb, in a bid inspired by Lissandra’s actions at the end of the second floor. The system would surely keep me alive.

The problem with that is that I don’t want a permanent construct like that, and I don’t know if the system will remove it. Any alterations I make to my body during the event will probably stay even after I leave.

We’ve already learned that it’s probably impossible to level a skill during an event, though they tend to level up at the end of the event as if the experience were being collected and applied in the common area.

There is also the fact that after I left the 1st event, my body was fully restored and my mana was returned to the state it was in before the event, but would that happen to the constructs made during the event? Especially now when I don’t have a [Restriction] active?

Well, let’s not risk it and go with a single-use method; it will be a bit more difficult without mana conductive paint, but it should still be manageable.

“Mind if I join you?” Lily asks, as she nimbly rushes to my side, leaving the others to their discussion.

Grumpy (Hell, 4th)

“As long as you don’t distract me too much, sure.”

“Are you saying I’m distracting?” she shoves me playfully, a smile on her face.

I have a feeling of déjà vu. I’m sure she said that same sentence a long time ago, but this time it feels different. It feels more like a joke rather than her being pushy.

“Yes yes, by the way, do you want my left arm? You could use it for [Sacrifice] later. After you restore it, we can find out how much it costs and how long it takes to regenerate your mana before the attack starts to find out if it’s worth it,” I offer.

With her being restricted, my arm could give her an impressive boost. And who knows, maybe this will count towards my points.

“Sure!” the petite healer answers without hesitation.

I might have offered it, but please, at least pretend to be a bit shocked and hesitant.

 







 

“Are inscriptions difficult?” Lily asks as we sit at the edge of the outermost wall with our feet hanging over the edge.

A massive clearing is stretched out beneath us, descending from our position. Despite the chilly air, the view of the surrounding mountains and valleys is breathtaking. It just has that sort of rough untouched natural beauty.

All of it is so big, so unreal. Alien even. “Most of the time I just go by feeling while remembering the things that didn’t work before,” I answer her.

“But isn’t that boring?”

“Is your plastic surgery skill boring?”

“It’s not plastic surgery!” she pouts. “I did it to improve my fine control. But I think I know what you’re getting at.”

“Simple as that. Do you like any of this, Lily?” I ask curiously.

Even while engaging in conversation, I make sure to keep filling my crown with mana and continue to inscribe a thin layer of my skin with pathways. I do it in this way so I can just use [Resonance] to scratch a thin layer of my skin, and make it all disappear. Or even if I just focus my healing passive there.

“This event or overall?” Lily asks.

“Overall.”

“I love it, Nat.” Lily smiles while looking at the giant mountains that fill our surroundings, swinging her dangling feet, “It doesn’t matter how much it hurts or how sad it gets at times, I wouldn’t change any of it.”

Curious, I observe her and devote a bit more attention to our conversation, “What do you like so much about it?”

She opens her mouth to say something but quickly closes it.

She looks at me for a second and smiles as if she’s changed her mind about something, “I like that I’m not alone more than anything. I like that I’m not weak anymore and I like being useful. I’m changing, Nat, I’m not how I used to be and it’s scary at times.”

Quietly waiting, I let her think and I listen.

“I’m not talking about the stats, or the skills, and traits. What I mean is that I’m not the same person I was on Earth and I think the old Lily would be scared of me. But at the same time, she would also be happy for me. I think I’ve improved a lot thanks to the others.”

“Most of it was probably thanks to Biscuit.”

That makes her laugh out loud. “Yes, Biscuit did more work than anyone else. Seriously though, most of it is Tess, she’s like my friend, leader, and mom all combined into one.”

“She does a lot. You guys should help her and show her how grateful you are, at least once in a while. No matter how she acts, it’s difficult for her too.”

“Yeah, I think Maya noticed it first. Though Sophie realized it a bit later. They’ve become really good friends. I’m the one who’s slow when it comes to stuff like this.” Leaning back, she sighs. “I think I’ll have enough mana to restore your arm again and replenish it before the attack starts.”

I nod and, lowering my defenses, coat my hand in resonating mana and cut off my arm at the shoulder, putting it on the wall next to the other.

Lily touches me right after, her healing mana closing the wound and slowly regrowing my arm. She can do it faster, but she’s either taking things slow to conserve as much mana as she can or for the opportunity to touch me longer. Either could be true.

I bet it’s the second option.

To break the silence, I challenge her, “Guess what my subclass is.”

“Pride.”

“Close enough, you can try…”

“Pride.”

Dang it.

“Nat, it’s quite obvious and I think most of the group knows. But I think it suits you. I know pride is generally viewed in a negative light, but yours is comforting. It’s like you have this unshakable confidence in yourself. I often find myself being jealous of you. How easily you seem to deal with situations and events that bother me for days.”

She’s restored my arm up to the elbow by the time she continues, “For example, that thing with Tent Creep, I know I would be cringing for days, but you already seem to be over…”

She stops as I pinch her nose and shake her head, and a playful laugh escapes from her lips.

“For the future Ruler of Lust, you really are quite the comedian, Miss Lily.”

“One day I will have to beat the crap out of Aaron for coming up with that. But you can try to guess my subclass too. Do you think you can do it?”

“Wrath,” I respond, much to her surprise.

Seeing her expression, I must have hit the nail on the head.

“How?”

“I guessed what you would pick back then. We spoke and you told me you wanted to learn to control your skills. I did have two more guesses but that one seemed like the most likely option and you just confirmed it.”

After a minute of silence, she asks quietly, “Was it the right decision?”

“It was a decision you made on your own, that’s all that matters. You just have to do your best to follow through.” I stand up and stretch. “We humans have to try hard to avoid being left behind by our future animal overlords. Biscuit and Noodle are here and ready to take over the moment we show the slightest bit of weakness so do your best.”

“What?” she blinks, confused.

Oh, I don’t think I’ve shared that part of my theory with the others. Well, I’ll have to do that at some point in the future, slowly to avoid scaring them off.

“I’ll explain later. I want to go and place a few traps, but I’ll be back before the attack starts.”

“I’ll pass that on to Tess… and our future animal overlords,” she says carefully.

Sometimes people don’t appreciate me as much as they should.

Waving at her, I jump over the edge and fly away from the walls.

The traps will be simple. A number of anchors inscribed into mana stones to make them last longer and keep more of them active than I could with my skill alone.

Obviously, I won’t be using my materials and mana stones. I bet the natives have some nice stuff stashed away somewhere. Sharing is caring, isn’t it?

I can also string up some extremely dense, hair-thin threads of mana across the terrain; that would be nice too. Running into one could cut an enemy apart before they ever realized what was happening, and the amount of mana is minuscule. I’ll need to find out how long they can last and how strong I can make them.

There are a few more surprises after that too. Maybe I can prepare an avalanche or something that Min-Jae can help along with his gravity magic.

There’s the question of whether or not I should be using these traps in the first place. I might just wait it out and join the fight near the end when everything seems lost. That could look cool; I bet Biscuit would be proud of me, and it would give me the opportunity to do something flashy.

Anyway, whoever does attack will receive a warm welcome.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading and commenting. Have a nice weekend!

A reminder that Book 4 just finished on Patreon, along with the tournament arc. And damn, that’s a lot of words. Who would have thought I would write that much when I started just a bit over a year ago?
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Chapter 346 - That maniac


                By the time I return, thirty minutes remain until the attack, I spot Tess next to the rest of group 4; everyone else is already gone. As I land beside her, she seems tired. 

So, even the extrovert class can take damage from prolonged exposure to another extrovert’s leech aura.

“Don’t look at me like that, Nat, it pisses me off. I swear some people are straight-up stupid.”

“Surely you mean Gareth. Has he already revealed his true colors?”

“Gareth is fine, he’s probably the most reasonable goddamn person in Hell difficulty believe it or not. Group 4 included,” she sighs. “Savant keeps calling Gareth disgusting and then leaves to do his own thing while calling you dumb for not using [Restriction].”

“Well, his face is stupid.”

“Then there’s Tacita. Anytime I try to ask her for anything she just draws her emoticons and shrugs. By the way, good job killing BenDover, the others from his group refuse to cooperate.”

“I can go smack them around if you like.”

“Please don’t.”

“Okay. What about the natives?”

“They’re mostly ok. According to them, we’ve been sent here by their Champion to help with the defense so they mostly listen. The one with the highest level is close to three question marks, and the others are level 200 and below. There are a few civilians, but we’ve sent them to hide in the mines. We’ll probably be rewarded based on how many natives survive and how much damage the mines take.”

“Did they know anything about the Pairing, the 1st Generation, or the Tutorial?”

“Nothing, they feel more like machines, they’re not quite as human as the residents of the other floors.”

“And the attackers?”

“Tens of thousands of monsters controlled by a neighboring kingdom that specializes in taming and controlling of armies of monsters.”

“Damn, Sophie’s in for a treat.”

Tess nods, “She’s already setting up her web with the twins. If you have any free time, try to make some improvements. How’s your crown?”

“It’s as full as it’s going to get, but it would take days, not hours to completely fill it.”

She points at her own [Storm Crown] that floats over her head, “It’s the same for me, but it’s nice to have some preparation time and this event seems to be more fitting for those of us who focus more on regeneration rather than amplification.”

It’s hard for me to abide by such heresy but I may as well let it slide, this time, “Do you still want me to go all out?”

“Yes. Blow up the mountain, burn the valley, and just do your thing. I want to scare the others a bit. Samuel’s too cocky for my taste. He keeps forgetting how much more powerful people from Hell difficulty are compared to his group from Hard difficulty. It should also make Gareth more cooperative since he seems to think that his group can deal with anything, so prove him wrong and you’ll make things a lot easier for me.”

So interesting. “Are you planning to take over?” I ask her.

She looks at me for a moment and sighs, “I wanted to take it easy and delegate a bit. But Gareth is too soft. I mean, even that could work, he and his group are powerful enough but it’s painful to watch how slowly he’s been moving. Meanwhile, Samuel’s trying to recruit us all into the army so we can serve the greater good the moment we step out of the tutorial.”

“Anyone else?”

“A few guys from Hard difficulty but they’re too weak to mess with anyone from Hell difficulty. Group 3 with your friend BenDover seems like they just want to leech off the others and group 8 with AnotherOneHere and Swordmaster showed a degree of interest before the 1st event. Apparently, you kicked their collective asses and they’ve been mostly neutral since.”

“It sounds like you’ve been super busy, but Tess, what do you want out of this? You know we can easily ignore all this and focus on our own group. Between us, we’ll be fine no matter what happens here or after the tutorial.”

“I agree.” She gestures for me to come closer while she creates a field around us to prevent anyone from listening in on our conversation. “But you’re too antisocial, Nat. Sure, we can make it out on our own and threaten people with [Disintegration] and whatever fucked up bomb you develop by then. That would be doable, but things become much simpler if we can get a few more guys on our side. What if the other rounds end with one person at the helm? What if we return to Earth and someone else has already seized control? Some of us could die if it came to this.”

“It annoys me that you’re right.”

“Yeah, me too. I just want to make a place for our group so we can stay together and bring our families with us. But for now, let’s make some connections. Do you mind?”

I shrug, “Not really. Just ask and I’ll do what I can, I know I make you deal with a lot of annoying stuff so that’s the least I can do.”

“You are reliable as always, Nat. Do your thing and I’ll do mine. I can’t help but notice that Tacita seems to like you if we can call it that. She ignores me, so maybe try to get her on our side. That girl is scary. Don’t take it personally but if you don’t pull something out of your sleeve she will be the one winning the duels.”

“Yeah, I know, but have some faith in me, I already have some ideas to work on. By the way, what the fuck is Izzy doing?” I point at the 11-year-old girl sitting on the stairs with Noodle coiled around her.

There’s some kind of weird construct floating over her head that seems to be manipulating the light around her in some weird way, and two blue flame orbs float at her side. They’re as big as basketballs and I can feel their heat increasing.

“Oh, that was Sophie’s idea. She did some mumbo jumbo and manipulated the light, and air around Izzy to work like a magnifying glass. Izzy can absorb heat like you but in her case, it’s easier to take it from natural sources while you can take yours from skills. So she’s charging it up.”

Oi, I’m jealous now. I know I shouldn’t be since my skill still seems to be stronger, but I can’t help it after seeing Izzy’s new shiny toy.

“I’m going to hang around a bit, I’ll join you before the attacks start,” I tell Tess, already on my way over to Izzy.

Tess waves me off as if she had expected that response, she has a look on her face, almost like someone having to deal with a silly child, but I decide to let it go.

As I stop in front of Izzy, she opens her eyes and shouts, “Stupid Noname!”

“Yes yes, so what has Sophie prepared for you?” I point at the construct hanging above her head.

“I don’t know, but it makes the sun warmer and I can absorb all of the extra heat.”

Well, warmer is an understatement. I’m fairly sure that if Izzy wasn’t absorbing the excess heat the concentrated light would be melting through the stairs right now. It would certainly be more than enough to burn a normal human alive. However Sophie’s construct is also very fragile, I’m sure it’s ready to crumble at the slightest touch. It’s also connected to her web and seems to be receiving power from it. The mana cost to maintain it isn’t very high either, it’s honestly pretty efficient.

Maybe I should sit down with Sophie and the twins when I find some time. Lately, they’ve been cooking up some really nice stuff.

“And what is Noodle doing?” I look at the pearl-white snake with green eyes. The beast with an ancient bloodline or something.

“Noodle eats mana.”

“I know that; he’s always done that. Has he become any stronger, or gained any new abilities? What else can he do?”

Izzy starts thinking and then adds, “Noodle sleeps a lot too!”

I exchange a glance with the aforementioned danger noodle, and he flicks his tongue at me.

So eating and sleeping. What a life.

I’m jealous. Not even joking.

 







 

POV Sophie Martinez

“That maniac is at it again!” Aaron says out of nowhere, and I look up from the table where the three of us have been drawing our web.

By maniac, he can mean only one person. With a sigh, I connect to our web, and he’s right, the maniac is there. He’s going through the entire web of extremely delicate mana pathways I created as if it’s nothing. He’s reading them at a speed that still shocks me, even now. How does he do that?

“Shhh, he might hear you,” Dennis says quickly and turns to me. “Should we try to push him out?”

“Just let him be, he’s done it before. He’ll get bored eventually,” I turn back to the table.

“But how does he do it? We are using [Connection] so we can cooperate, and he just cuts in. Oh, wow look! He made a change!”

“He’s infusing his mana into our web, though he’s not connected to it. I could spend more time on defenses, but there is no need for that now. And it’s okay, he’s creating a backdoor so he can connect to our web more easily next time.”

Dennis takes a moment to connect to the web and observe what the maniac is doing, “I wonder if it would be the same if we hadn’t restricted ourselves.”

“Yes, it would,” I respond. “Focus on your work. Though that does remind me, you guys are getting better at this, you should speak to him after the event. Maybe you can learn the coordinates from him and sell them at ten thousand shards a pop. He’ll probably want a portion, but you can still earn a decent amount.”

“A few thousand shards is nice, but after hearing how much he has, it feels depressing,” Dennis sighs and connects to my current project to help me with it.

The skill he shares with his brother is a boon when it comes to connecting the smaller webs of my design. Both of them have already acquired [Mana Manipulation], and I’ve agreed to teach them a bit.

I am just happy that they don’t blame me for failing to fight the First One back then. I wouldn’t blame them, and they were angry, but after what happened to Aaron’s disciple on the 5th and to them on the 6th, they’ve opened up a bit. Things here are complicated.

It’s a new experience for me as well, but for now, I think I’ll go along with Tess’s plans. It’s not so bad, and most importantly, Izzy seems to be having fun. She’s finally stopped pestering me about befriending the others.

Her [Empathy] is something else, it makes for a really scary skill, and my precious little sister is slowly growing up. Surrounded by danger she shines so painfully bright, constantly reminding me how much I love her.

The same is true for the twins; I can see the constant messages they exchange and the care they show for each other.

“So what do you think?” I ask them as they examine my preparations.

“We probably won’t be able to finish it before the attack starts, but somewhere in the middle, we should be able to convert your webs into a single unit for a short moment. The communication part is easy.”

“That much should be fine; Gareth and his group’s pathetic web can fuck off.”

“Yeah, fuck off Gareth!” the twins smile happily, “Our skills work well together. Maybe we can be the psyops unit of group 4.”

“Tess will be the leader, and Lily will be our healer, Biscuit and Noodle will be the mascots. Izzy, well we’ll come up with something for her to do, and Kim can be long-range artillery with Tess while Maya tanks for us.”

“How about the maniac?” I ask curiously.

“He’s the person we call when we need to blow shit up.”

            


Chapter 347 - Still considered human?


                Unlike the 1st event, we haven’t been stripped of our items. In my case, I brought a voidsteel blade, the damaged arcane ax, and a few smaller things. The axe’s performance can’t compare to the glove Savant used, and I’m jealous.

Savant was restricted and, in my opinion, had pathetic mana reserves. Yet the glove still did such impressive damage. That’s why I rushed to put it on. If I had gotten the glove instead of him, I’m sure I would’ve torn the others apart in that event.

Damn, and that glove was only low arcane. So what does that make my ax? Low, mid, or upper? Nevan was really skilled and he collaborated with Champion Niall to make it, so maybe mid? And how high is the difference between the mid and the other tier? Surely it’s a wider gap than one would see when comparing rare or epic items.

I heft the ax in my hand. It feels heavy but not overly so, and it’s warm even though I haven’t fed it any mana. Its inner flame pulsates slowly like a beating heart.

During this event, I’ve decided to channel most of the thermal energy stored in my Vortex Core through the ax to put it through its paces.

The inscriptions on my skin are also going well, and the crown over my head holds quite a nice amount of mana at the moment. It also seems that I’ll have no trouble keeping the crown active indefinitely. It does require a bit of mana for upkeep, but it’s barely noticeable and my regeneration easily covers the cost.

Of course, the crown will require a bit more mana if I use it more heavily, but it’ll be well worth it.

I’ve also been trying to infuse it with my other energies, but it doesn’t seem to work. It only accepts mana. Thermal and kinetic energy refuse to enter at all. It is in the name though, so I can’t be too mad.

During this event, I could send black mana to it, the way I did when I first got the skill, but even back then it felt like the explosion wasn’t as strong as it could be. It was just the after-effects of two things clashing, and the resulting explosion was highly wasteful.

So tricolored bombs? I can make a lot of them. I could just use mana to power the ax? A few black mana orbs could fuck up any enemies that happen to use mana. Or I could burn them; thermal energy is reliable for large-scale damage. Maybe I could power [Redistribution] with black mana and absorb all the heat in an area, freezing the occupying enemies, well that or I could just immobilize them.

As I pass a group of the other participants one of the guys from Easy difficulty quickly jumps out of my way, apologizing as he rushes to avoid me.

There are whispers and people are glancing at me. It’s something we’ve all had to deal with to some extent. The people from Easy difficulty are slowly beginning to realize the true difference between them and the higher difficulties. I’ve already overheard some of them questioning whether or not we can still be called humans. It’s an interesting thought.

Am I still considered human? Do I care?

Some people seem to enjoy the rise in status while others seem to be worried by the prospect. Both positions are understandable. And it will be even worse when the tutorial ends and we encounter normal humans once more. Even now, there have been accidents caused by people from higher difficulties interacting with low level individuals.

A single hug can crush someone with a weaker body. Accidentally releasing a bit too much mana. The heat from a skill can burn people. These things happen.

People from Hell difficulty seem to do a better job controlling their powers, while it seems that those from Hard difficulty have a harder time. And people seem to realize it, every single one of the 31 people from Hell is being tiptoed around.

There are men offering their services as assistants. People trying to make connections. Groups asking us to intervene because of the power we hold.

Lily, who’s clearly the strongest healer in Hell difficulty, has it the worst, a constant stream of people have been coming to her with old wounds, asking, begging, and offering to pay for her services. They want their limbs restored, or their hair regrown, or their scars healed and pain relieved.

They keep asking and asking. Even if there are over two thousand people and most of them are reasonable, there’s also a group of people that are shameless. Even brave enough to ignore the difference in strength, wanting to take advantage of our kind hearted Lily.

It annoys me, they’re doing it right now; when they should be focusing on the event with mere minutes remaining ‘till the start. But healers are sought after and this is just the start.

Some people want their youth back, it’s mostly meant as a joke, or at least I hope it is, but I don’t think it’s going to stay that way. We’ve seen it and looking at Lily’s talent I actually think it will be possible for her, later. Just a few hundred more levels and making some normal human feel and look decades younger should be easy. Hell, there were people who lived thousands of years being kept alive by the dead Saint’s aura.

At her full power, the Saint Absolute was probably capable of holding that aura over entire cities, making its citizens almost immortal beings. Something like that is hard to fully grasp.

What would a power like that cause on Earth? Even if it was much weaker? Lily would become nobility instantly. One of the most powerful and important people on the planet.

I saw other healers too, mainly Gareth who can heal with his aura-like silver light. Even he is not at her level, not even close. His healing is much slower and more gradual.

Reaching the top of the wide stairway, most of the “leaders” are already present, and Gareth is arguing with Savant.

I observe for a while and, even now Savant seems to be a loner. Untrusting of others, only here to hear their plan to inform his own. But I notice an interesting item on him. A beautiful sword with half a blade. It’s broken cleanly and yet even so, he wears it at his waist.

What is it?

When I try to extremely carefully send my mana there, a field around it detects it and pushes my senses away. A weaker version of [Dawn], meaning that Savant had learned the skill even before the third floor or at least sometime during it.

He stops talking to Gareth and without a speck of doubt turns his eyes to me. Did he trace it back to me or was it a guess?

Calling Gareth and his way of dealing with things disgusting, he turns around and leaves with a clinical look on his face. It’s like he is dissecting everyone he looks at.

I could go bully him, learn more about this sword he values so much, or perhaps as revenge for the 1st event. But that just feels cheap. Plus, I’m sure he would just leave the event rather than sit there and let me.

The others don’t antagonize him either. Even if he has the strongest restriction right now, he was also in Beyond before any of us. He also climbs the Floors alone. No one underestimates him. And neither do I.

From the end of the first event, it felt like I should be able to fuck him up fairly easily. My domain is equal to or just slightly weaker than his, but with my reserves, I could just wait and brutally overpower him.

But I saw his expression during our last clash. He knows it and the same as me, he’s planning countermeasures. He now sees my crown and more of my abilities.

But who cares? Prideful and cocky, Nathaniel is back. That guy is going down no matter what. Well, at least as long as I don’t get matched with Tacita—that could be a bit problematic, to be honest.

“How much time do we have left?” I ask when I rejoin the group, slightly to the side.

“Five minutes,” Tess answers simply.

Curious, I check her crown and she lets me do it. She has a fairly decent amount of Primordial lightning squared away. And a few javelins hanging in the air behind her, two of them epic. At this point, she has no problem making items like that float without a noticeable drain to her mana reserves.

Maybe I should do something like that, it looks cool.

Biscuit wobbles in at that point and for a moment I imagine him with some sort of crown of his own. I really like that idea. The corgi would look great. But knowing him, he’s going to copy me without my interference.

We decide to make some last-minute changes. The groups that intend to cooperate with our little alliance will man the first wall and the field between it and the second. The plan is based around the theory that the difficulty being easiest at the start will provide an opportunity for those from the lower difficulties to score some points.

Currently, they are in place, their mana painfully slow to activate, and their skills at the ready. A lot of them seem to be taking this as a fun and friendly competition while they do their best to ignore the other difficulties. Some uncooperative groups are also on the walls, with their goal to gain as many points as possible.

The natives move about, following the orders of their leaders. Men and women in armor. Their levels rarely exceed a hundred, only a few manage to break two hundred, and only a single individual has a level approaching three hundred.

There is no notification as the five hours of preparation give way to defense. Just the earth shaking and far down the mountain, the ground begins to bulge out, and pieces of stone and dirt explode into the air. Revealing a deep dark hole and a head poking out.

An ant.

This one is smaller than the bus-sized monstrosities I remember. It’s probably only as big as Biscuit. Almost a cute little thing. Almost. But the reaction is unsurprising.

In group 4 alone, most of us are wearing murderous expressions, and they are not the only ones. Some of the other participants from Hell difficulty are the same. Our hatred for the species seems to be unanimous.

So as the ant rushes out and behind him hundreds more ants start climbing out, they are close to abandoning our plans and attacking right away. Not caring that the monsters are only level thirty at most.

There is no invisible connection connecting them all, no hive mind. These ones seem much more normal, communicating only with pheromones.

“We are sticking to the plan,” Tess says simply and I can sense one of the twins connecting to the web and sending communications to the leaders of each group.

Tess has a cold expression on her face as she says this, unlike many others. But just that seems to be enough and most of the people seem to calm down.

Someday I will have to learn how she communicates with them. I know Tess is scary at times, but she’s wound the others around her finger too quickly. Is she using Lily, Sophie, and I as threats?

Well, let’s check something first.

I use one of the anchors I’ve maintained with the help of a mana stone and appear on the spot closest to the hole in the ground which continues to spew forth ants.

The monsters notice me right away, dozens of them crawling my way while shooting acid at me. I just form a suit of armor around my body and ignore them while burning the ones that make contact.

I pass through them to reach the hole, before squatting and looking down the bore as the monsters surround me.

As the attacks crash all around me, I send my senses into the hole, seeking its origin. I would go down myself, but it’s not very wide, and I refuse to crawl through there.

My senses detect thousands more monsters, most of them around level thirty or a bit higher. I do not detect anyone controlling them, not even another kind of monster.

For a moment, I think of creating an antomic bomb and throwing it in but decide against it. It would make Tess look silly, having others not attack while I do this as her group member.

Sure, it would be funny and satisfying, but… actually, just a tiny bomb wouldn’t hurt anyone, right?

(Nat, if you do what I think you want to, I will stop keeping these people from bothering you,) I hear through the connection Sophie and the twins set up.

(All the people?) I ask.

(Do you think you’re being left alone just because you went a bit wild during the first event? Tons of people wanted to talk to you. People rich outside of the tutorial, asslickers, people who wanted to become your disciple, or the ones that wanted to befriend you. There were also plenty of pretty young women and even a few men. I kept them all back.)

Well, I was a bit surprised that I wasn’t being bothered more.

Disappointed, I use my anchor and reappear next to her. She just nods and smiles imperceptibly. Standing there tall and proud in her armor, her golden hair fluttering and crown floating over her head, Tess really looks regal and reliable as always.

“I will rely on you to run interference from here on.”

She nods, “It’s my pleasure. Let’s just watch the kids play, and when the stronger ones pop out, you can do your thing. And Nat, be flashy when you do so.”

That much was obvious, wasn’t it?

“I have a good idea, you’re going to like it.” As I say so I get rid of all the traps I placed. All the anchors, all the threads, everything.

The others can have some fun comparing themselves to each other. Then after they’re done I will show them something really nice.

            


Chapter 348 - Under attack


                I wave at Tess and leave the wall, heading to the generator that powers the barrier.

There I grab one of the natives by the shoulders, “Soldier! I have noticed that this part of the wall and defense is damaged. You are a scribe here to make sure it works smoothly, right? Explain the process to me so I can relay it further to our leadership.”

Confused, the man looks around, trying to get anyone to help, but there is only me.

“We do not call ourselves soldiers, sir, but I will sir!” he answers in the end. “If you move over here, you can see the hidden control panel. You said there is a problem with it?”

“Yes, the enemy is attempting to disrupt the barrier on the first wall.”

“That would be terrible! Let’s quickly confirm everything’s working as it should.”

“That’s a good idea, soldier!”

“I’m not a soldier, sir. Please, right this way.”

 







 

The barrier is a much rougher version of the barrier the Bastion on the 5th floor had, so I don’t spend much time checking it out. I just take note of some interesting ways they deal with this kind of construct, it will be useful in the future.

I leave, appearing back on the 1st wall. Not even one hour out of five has passed and as I look down the mountain, it all seems to be under control.

Yup, just thousands of level thirty, corgi-sized ants.

They are under the wall, nibbling on it at places while the lower difficulty participants shower them with attacks. Some of them do have some mildly interesting skills like hot water, a weak variation of hypnosis, some wider area sleep debuff, and snow attacks that seem nearly useless.

Then there are traditional mana projectiles, fire and ice attacks, some kind of shadowy nonsense, weak variations of lightning, gravity, and telekinesis. Most of the people from Easy difficulty seem to be using their weapons as a crutch. Either as a focus for their mana or as damage amplifiers.

So far, the atmosphere is light and people laugh, joke, and smile as they compete to slay as many of the little monsters as possible. They find this easy as the ants struggle to climb the wall because of the barrier coating its surface.

Do they really think it’s all going to be this easy? Actually, that may be what they’re thinking. The weirdos.

I just continue to fill my crown and observe it while doing so. I haven’t tested it properly yet and looking at it, it’s still pale blue. From what I know, my mana changes colors the denser it is. I’m not sure if it’s the same for the others as it tends to change under the influence of skills, passives, and traits. I’ve seen plenty of variation, that’s for sure.

For me, it’s pale blue, followed by dark blue. As I push further it starts to develop pale blue streaks and beyond that, some of the streaks turn purple. And then it goes boom.

The crown is still at the light blue stage, hungrily devouring my mana. At this point, I start thinking this thing might be even scarier than my Mana Reservoir.

Moving a bit further from the others, I put my damaged arcane ax on my lap and send my senses inside it with the support of multiple skills.

During the tournament, I saw what an arcane weapon did in Savant’s hands. The guy doesn’t even have all that big a mana reserve and yet the weapon did such a great deal of damage and was even able to ignore natural barriers to some extent and have enough power to spare to hold people in place.

What would someone like me be capable of doing with that glove? With my mana reserves? I would easily win the 1st event, I believe.

So here I have a weapon of similar or maybe even higher rank. The glove was low arcane, meanwhile, the ax could be mid arcane at its peak. Even now, damaged as it is, it’s at least upper epic in terms of power.

My goal is simple: to bring it up to par with a low arcane artifact, at least for a little while. It probably won’t be anywhere near full power, but it should be more than enough to pull off the kind of flashy stuff Tess wants to see. And I will gladly oblige.

Mostly because I think it sounds like fun. But also to show others how dumb they were to restrict themselves. Tacita’s the only one who stands out, either she has the least severe [Restriction] or she hasn’t made it to the 6th floor yet. She probably hasn’t made it, but I can’t be sure.

As I observe the ax, it’s the same as before. A myriad of twisting lines, and things I can barely perceive even as I use [Mana Domain] supported by [Mana Crown] and my Mana Wavelength Iris.

The interesting part is that I can’t change these lines. I can’t scratch them out as I could with other weapons. I can’t connect new lines to them. I’m just not at the point where I would be capable of doing that with an arcane weapon.

Well, maybe that’s not fully accurate. If I used a lot of mana, at full force, I should be capable of making it happen. The problem is that I lack the control required to do it properly and would probably just fuck things up instead.

So the plan is simple. I will try to make use of my [Infusion] and recreate the missing lines. I won’t even be etching them into the ax, rather I’m going to try to make a temporary connection, using thin threads of mana infused throughout the weapon in an attempt to reconnect the damaged parts.

My lines will be much weaker than the ones engraved in the weapon. They won’t be able to bear the output the weapon requires. Well, not for long. If I do a good job, I should be able to use the weapon for a few seconds. Something between 5 to 30? It’s really hard to say currently as I have no idea about the true power of the weapon.

Janky, just the way I like it.

A thin hand touches the blade of the ax, a presence I never felt until she got too close. It’s obvious who it is.

When I look up, her lively eyes observe me and the ax from a veil of messy brown hair.

“110 thousand shards for the ax. Two thousand shards if you want to use it for one hour. I do not offer subscriptions to use during the events,” I tell her. The more I observe the ax, the more I like it. Not for my personal use like the other weapons, but just for the opportunity to learn from it. So the prices have doubled.

Tacita points at the damaged part of the blade and gestures at me.

“Yes, it’s damaged, but 100 thousand is for the cheapest low arcane weapons. This is more likely mid-grade.”

She stops her gestures and pokes the ax a few more times. A gentle pulse of her mana rushes from her finger and through the surface of the weapon. Then she just shrugs and plops down on the grass, her back resting on the wall nearby.

After ten minutes, when I take a break from my work, I ask, “Are you waiting for stronger monsters too?”

A nod.

“Me too. I think others are being dumb if they think the system isn’t going to throw some kind of bullshit at us. The increased rewards for the restrictions aren’t going to be worth it.”

Tacita energetically nods again, her hair flying around her head. Then she taps her temple a few times and smiles.

Thirty more minutes pass.

“Do you not like Tess?” I ask.

She looks up at me, thinking for a while.

A gesture with her hand.

“Not really?”

A nod.

“Yeah, Tess is scary.”

Another nod.

“It shouldn’t be that easy for someone to deal with people.”

Two quick nods.

Escaping Isabella’s clutches, Noodle also appears nearby. I notice him sensing my mana and he quickly changes direction and rushes towards me at high speed. His tongue flicking towards my mana. Even from where I am, I can sense him absorbing tiny bits of the mana I release into the area around me for threat detection.

The amounts of that mana are incredibly small and even most people from Hell difficulty can’t sense it. Yet here’s Noodle nomming away at it.

When he gets closer, he freezes. Slowly his head turns to the right and he spots Tacita. He stares at her as if surprised by the fact he couldn’t sense her up until now, nor even see her as she sits stock still and has probably managed to hide her heat somehow.

He quickly slithers towards me and then stops a short distance away, waiting.

“You can come.”

Once I give him permission the polite snake moves closer and gently coils around my arm, his head resting on my shoulder looking and following my gaze. Carefully, I release a bit of my mana which he starts absorbing.

Separating part of my mind, I observe as he absorbs mana, and with another part, I send senses towards the first wall.

Most of the folks from Easy difficulty are already starting to get low on mana, resting to the side, and groups from Normal difficulty are replacing them. Even now, an hour in, no monster has even reached the top of the wall; the barrier feels weaker, but it’s still going strong.

So far, I’ve only sensed a few stronger attacks, mostly from bored people from Hard difficulty.

There is also a new kind of monster now. Spiders averaging around level 50. They emerge from the same holes as the ants, several having opened since last I checked. The ants and spiders do not fight each other, attacking together instead. They throw themselves against the barrier and sacrifice their lives to weaken it even a bit further.

So far, it seems to be working; as the mana from the batteries powering the barrier is slowly exhausted.

When exactly one hour has passed, the mood changes and the battle comes to a pause as the earth starts to shake.

Curious, I fly up, but something grabs my feet. When I look down, I see Tacita holding onto my feet, hanging in the air to get a better view.

I pause mid air and look down at her.

She looks at me.

“What the fuck.”

A shrug.

With a sigh, I fly us both higher and look beyond the first wall. As I scan the area another hole opens, much bigger than the others. Much, much bigger. From the hole, emerges a lizard-like monster, rising with slow, lazy movements, as it tears through earth and stone, before stomping and shaking to shed the rubble.

The monster has orange eyes with vertically slit pupils and a snake like head, with a body covered in gray scales. It stands on four thick legs, and its tail is long and very thin at the end. It almost reminds me of a Komodo dragon.

[Quake Serpent - lvl ???]

It doesn’t feel as strong as the Gaiathra I saw in the Valley, much weaker actually, so maybe it just entered into the range of three question marks. Level 300 and some change perhaps?

It’s earlier than I expected, but I can say that I was right. I would love to see Tess’s and Savants’ expressions right now.

The monster takes a few steps, killing hundreds of ants and spiders as it does so. Then a rumbling pulse of sound emerges from its body and appears to move through its strong legs and into the ground. The earth around it explodes, causing thousands of the small monsters to die, as the earth shakes. They eventually reach the wall, immediately cracking the surface.

It repeats, the barrier weakening even further as chunks of stone come loose and take some of our people with them. They either die from the fall or get killed by the monsters that continue to attack even as they are dying of the same damage.

Finally, screams fill the area, as people start to realize that the wall has been lost and rush to abandon the post.

Looking at the giant lizard, I have a single thought.

I can take it on easily.

            


Chapter 349 - Have fun


                At some point, Tacita lets go of my feet and lands nimbly like a cat, running somewhere else already with her incredible speed.

I look at Noodle, who is still coiled around my arm, “Why aren’t you that big?” I ask, gesturing at the giant lizard. Noodle seems to understand and flicks his tongue a few times rather than answering.

Okay, you’re cute, so you can keep your secrets. But remember good ol’ Nat who fed you his mana when you’re the size of a skyscraper.

I take a moment to locate our leadership and push myself over to them, a cacophony of frantic discussion assailing me as I land.

“Yes, I can fight it, but I believe it would cost me my life or render me useless afterward,” a man clad in simple armor says. The highest level native I’ve seen, the one approaching level three hundred.

“How is it possible for there to be such a strong monster? This event was supposed to be inclusive of all the difficulties, this just doesn’t make any sense,” Samuel asks, looking around confused.

Oh, but it does.

I meet Tess’s gaze, and whisper, “I was right.”

The system is an asshole.

Tess doesn’t react, in that way so common to the uninitiated, faced with someone wiser in the ways of the world.

I was right.

“Noname, do you think you can take it? You don’t have any restrictions,” Brainiac asks, he and his group close to Gareth.

“Who knows.”

For the first time, Savant joins the conversation, “There is surely a way around it. The system is usually fair, so it wouldn’t have done this without giving us a way to deal with it.”

Oh? So that’s how he sees the system?

“Maybe that guy is meant to take care of the lizard?” Maya gestures toward the strongest native knight.

“Maybe.” Tess pauses, listening to an invisible voice, and then continues, “Dennis says the monster stopped attacking after it broke the 1st wall, and more of the stronger monsters are approaching the second.”

“Maybe it’s just here to break the walls? A mechanic by the system?” Brainiac wonders, “Or it is on cooldown and needs some time to recharge its ability to break the walls and barriers.”

“This is not a game, Max,” Gareth says.

“Oh, come on, Gary, even these natives are nothing like the ones on the standard floors. This feels extremely gamey. We just need to CC the lizard when it tries to destroy another wall. Or we can try to kill it before that?”

“CC?” Gareth asks, but Brainiac ignores him and continues speaking to the others.

Through the Connection the twins have prepared for group 4, I send a message, (I’m sure the lizard isn’t the end. I’m going to lay low until the end, either that or I’ll do something flashy when you guys flunk out.)

(You don’t want to help?) Aaron asks, somewhat surprised.

Instead of me, Tess answers, (Just let him do his thing. This is a nice opportunity for us to develop some teamwork.)

A number of messages are exchanged, but I’m already lifting off, as I feel Savant’s piercing gaze settle on me.

I head deeper into the fortress, even beyond the first wall, and there I sit on top of the tower, my legs dangling over the edge with a view of the remaining two walls and the one that was destroyed.

Even from this distance, I can see the lizard lying near the rubble of the 1st wall and waiting. Maybe Brainiac really is right, or perhaps the lizard is there as a challenge for the stronger participants and will move either to face them or destroy the walls.

Just as before, thousands of monsters, ants, and spiders proceed to scuttle across the debris. These ones are slightly bigger, and their levels are starting to get closer and closer to 100.

I watch as they catch up with groups of stragglers from Easy and Normal that failed to escape quickly enough. The groups face them while pulling back with support from Hard difficulty.

A single spider the size of a motorcycle catches up to five of the weaker members, and I have fun watching as they face him with their might. There is something enthralling about seeing a group of people facing down an opponent stronger than themselves.

They are giving it their all, bleeding, screaming, using the last bits of their mana. There is no escape as the monsters surround them, and they are scared of dying, not having tasted it yet. So, they fight, giving it their all.

When the spider dies, impaled on one of their spears, they seem proud. The fear they felt until now is replaced by the elation of victory.

The feeling fades as a group of bigger ants reaches them, turning them into shiny particles as they disappear from the event.

Similar sights are happening all over.

One group is swallowed by a larger group of monsters as they try to aid the others. A lone woman surrounded by yellow flames fights an entire group of monsters. The group running and barely escaping to the wall where someone stronger faces the monsters that were following them.

And the entire time, I keep working on the ax in my hands.

 







 

More time passes, and three hours remain.

Easy difficulty has been mostly wiped out, though a few members still remain contributing with a ranged attack every now and then, unable to do more.

The second wall has already been surrounded and battered by the endless hordes of monsters, we’ve even seen a new type. An octopus-like monster that crawls over the ground, always surrounded by dozens of other monsters which move to protect it.

Their role is simple, getting close to the barrier and slowly corroding it with the cooperation of others of its kind. The method of attack is surprisingly effective, and quickly drains the barrier.

That’s when Hell difficulty decides to move, throwing ranged attacks at the monsters while letting Normal and Hard difficulty mop up the rest with the natives.

Once again, everyone knows the difficulty is increasing, so they are saving their mana, only using amounts they know will regenerate quickly.

 







 

After another thirty minutes, the Quake Serpent moves. The giant monster stands up, the immense mass of its body moving alone threatening.

Pausing my work, I turn my attention down to the others and do it just in time.

The crown floating around Tess’s head shines brighter, white and red lightning surrounding her and an epic javelin hangs in the air at her side. She makes an inaudible declaration, lightning seeping into the weapon. All eyes are on her as she stands on the second wall, her golden hair floating, lightning cracking around and through it.

She grabs a javelin and takes a stance, her leg moving back as she twists her body, the wall cracking around her. Then she throws the weapon.

Like myriad birds chirping, the lightning crackles as it passes through the air. Its flight accelerates half way through, having been boosted either by Min-Jae or Tess herself.

The lizard doesn’t even have time to react, and the javelin lodges itself deep into its eye, disappearing somewhere inside its head.

As it does so, the monster starts thrashing around while emitting a scream that I feel in my bones. The monster releases the energy it was collecting, in an explosion with itself at the epicenter shaking the earth, creating holes in the ground, and even without being aimed correctly it manages to damage the wall.

The monster twists, twitches, scrambles, scratching its own head into a bloody ruin in an attempt to get rid of the piercing pain of Tess’s attack and the lightning that now burns within its skull.

More and more mana radiates from the monster until the lightning stops. The lightning that flickered in its eye is now gone, drowned in the monster’s mana.

The silence is almost eerie, followed only by the sound of falling debris caused by the thrashing of the wounded monster.

Then the lizard turns its remaining eye toward the source of the attack. Its tongue flicks out a few times, and something changes. The scales of the monster change color. From dark gray, they turn lighter, and like a wave, a shockwave radiates from the monster at the center. The attacks landing on its body now barely damage it, either sliding off or dispersing upon impact. Like pebbles thrown against a wall.

The attack has clearly revealed something about the monster’s skills. I don’t think Tess actually made an earnest attempt at killing it. They would have used Lily otherwise. This was just a probe to see what they were facing. They are unwilling to give their all, as they have a growing suspicion that the Quake Serpent won’t be the end of it and might just be the start.

They could throw their might into trying to kill the giant monster quickly so they have fewer opponents to deal with later, but they can’t be sure the monster doesn’t have some other trick to play. It does have three question marks after all, the thing’s over level 300. And there might also be another enemy waiting just for that.

Using the distraction, someone touches Sophie and the twin’s web. It’s a sharp, smooth movement. Hard to notice, clinical, using the fact that nearly everyone was focused on the lizard.

(Was this you?) a message sounds in my head. Sophie obviously noticed it as well.

(Nope.)

(I thought so, this felt different. Someone absorbed a small part of my web, creating a weak connection to it. It was him, right?)

(Probably.) From where I sit, I track the person who did it.

Savant, noticing the touch of my mana, pushes against it, a gentle orange light radiating from him. But before he does that, I notice that he is doing something with the broken blade he brought here. He seems to be preparing something as well.

I could stop him. I could even fly down there and forcibly take the sword off him. He would probably leave the event rather than let me, but even that could be a win for me.

What stops me is simple curiosity.

I want to see what he can do with the [Restriction] he placed and with his skills and the sword. I already have a suspicion of what the latter is.

So I just let it be and sneakily, to avoid leaving any tracks for Sophie, I clear the parts Savant messed up so she can’t cut him off easily.

Then after seeing that the giant lizard doesn’t attack, I return to the ax on my lap.

 







 

Two hours remain, and I have a theory.

As the natives said, there is a group of people attacking who specialize in taming. That group is controlling the Quake Serpent and using it only to destroy the walls when they are weakened.

This could be a setup made by the system or the fact that the group just doesn’t want to throw the Serpent into an attack against the nearly level 300 human who defends the Aether Keep, who would probably kill it with his advantage as a defender.

So currently, it’s a game of chicken, one side waiting for another to make the first step while weaker forces fight each other.

Moving for the third time, the Lizard destroys the second wall and, once again, stronger monsters start rushing out of the tunnels. Many of them are over level 150, ants, spiders, octopuses, and now even termites, in huge amounts.

Once again, the strongest people participating in the tutorial hold back and wait.

Hard difficulty people are fighting now, along with a few of the people from Hell difficulty, for the first time a large amount of mana blankets the area, and high damage skills start activating.

I observe things for a while, curious to find out what level the others are operating at and the kinds of skills they use. As I do so, I continue to dabble with Sophie’s web, watching what Savant does to it. I find it interesting, and some of these things inspire me to the point that I decide to change my plans a bit.

Savant’s interactions with the web feel clumsy but the progress and improvement he shows is nothing less than amazing. His clumsy first attempts quickly become much more confident and sneaky as he analyzes parts of the web and, while he’s hiding from Sophie, he manages to absorb parts of it.

That’s what they call a genius.

Some of the things he does are eye-opening, in ways I haven’t even thought of, honestly, it’d probably take me dozens of attempts before I had the same idea. And he’s doing it all with such a severe [Restriction].

But even then, he’s far below my level and if I used my [Focus] and eyes, I would blow him out of the water easily. My skills and traits are just so much better when it comes down to it, and I’m sure they would continue to be so even if we were at the same [Restriction]. Even so, I’m not blind enough to not accept a simple fact: Savant is more talented than me.

However, it’s something I never cared too much about. I’ve seen people like him my entire life. People born with talent, people born with stronger bodies and other advantages. In the end, it’s about who is crazy enough to push themselves further.

Standing up, I stretch and take a glance at the fight taking place down there. Thousands of monsters are climbing over the destroyed walls, throwing themselves against the people standing their ground under the final barricade or those shooting from the top of the wall while the barrier flickers around, being attacked by the octopus-like monsters.

Screams, cries, and noises of skills burning through the air fill the area as blood is spilled.

Two hours remain until the end of the event, but my preparations are already done.

To be honest, watching them fight down there is getting annoying. It’s frustrating to see how hesitant and careful they are. Sure, there’s some logic to it, but if it were up to me, the giant lizard would have been nuked out of the event the moment it appeared. That would probably screw things up, and I would end up losing a limb or two, but it would feel more satisfying.

So while others are having fun, let’s check on the Aether Keep. 

(Have fun,) I send through the connection kept up by the twins and head towards the mines.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Well, this is a lot of teasing and buildup, isn’t it?

I can say that the chapter tomorrow will be as long as two chapters combined, so it’s hopefully worth the wait!



                



Chapter 350 - Without a single speck of doubt


                Landing on the balcony, I encounter very few people. Everyone from the tutorial is already fighting down there, and the explosions can be heard even at this distance, and I can feel the tremors in the ground, the vibrations shaking clouds of dust from the ceiling.

Once inside, I meet very few guards, only the bare minimum, along with some people in the uniforms of different workers. Further deep inside, the civilians lie in hiding.

Pushing through them all, I slowly pass by the rooms, scanning the area.

Like the exterior, the inside of the Aether Keep feels rough, yet it gives the impression of solidity and safety. There is a cozy feeling inherent in the tons of tough stone blocks surrounding us and the flickering orange light playing across the walls.

After a few minutes of walking through empty hallways, I pass through the door leading to the mines, and the atmosphere changes. The walls become rougher, the tunnels narrower, the lights brighter and the air isn’t as well ventilated either.

After some time, small crystals seem to start growing from the walls, along with thin veins of mana-conductive metal. All mere chaff, left behind, not worth bothering with in comparison to the larger deposits deeper in the tunnels.

Surprisingly, the mines are constructed in the same pre-industrial style we once had on Earth, and probably still do in some places. To be honest, I expected something different.

Sure, the walls are rather smooth, compared to those on Earth. The light is sharp and emits no smoke. Even parts of the tunnels were probably constructed much quicker than their counterparts on Earth. There is also no need for wooden supports, it’s all been reinforced with the help of skills. And the ventilation works surprisingly well.

Yet… I don’t know what I expected. Wouldn’t a single high-level individual be able to do this much, almost, on their own? That probably creates its own issues but it also raises more questions.

Is mining just a task reserved for low-level workers, leaving higher-level individuals with greater degrees of freedom, or do they spend all their time fighting? But that can’t be it; there has to be money to be made, surely enough to tempt even those with a high-level.

Maybe they have regulations to prevent materials from being mined too quickly, and flooding the market?

That is more likely.

How interesting.

The more I learn, the more I find out how little I know. An entirely new world is constantly being opened up to me.

I expand my domain and place an anchor further ahead to which I teleport, and then repeat this multiple times in quick succession.

In a few seconds, I pass a much greater distance than I did in ten minutes of walking, and I continue until I reach the smaller cave that seems to serve as storage.

There are massive and, from testing, extremely heavy iron boxes. After cutting them apart, I find them to be full of chunks of the mana-conductive metal arcanadium. Something I have some experience with.

In its rough state, the metal is darker, and there are imperfections in it, unlike the ingots I found in the bunkers on the 5th floor.

(You are not going to join? I thought Tess wanted you to be flashy?) I hear Sophie say through the connection made by twins.

Holding a chunk of arcanadium in my hand and examining it, I answer, (You guys have some fun. I’ll do something flashy after you all die.)

(You better not regret it when we kill the serpent and you don’t get any points. Check the leaderboard; you are dead last.) After that, Sophie cancels the connection.

I do not even bother checking it and send another pulse into the area.

Locating another stockpile, I move there with a few teleports, and this time open a box containing ethercrystals, a material capable of absorbing mana in its vicinity when properly prepared. A sword I once had on the 4th floor and the ax I found in the 1st event were made of the same material. Both weapons turned absorbed mana into physical enhancements.

As with the arcanadium before, the ethercrystal here hasn’t been processed, a number of the crystals are milky, cracked, or are simply an inferior product. It also seems to make them less receptive to mana.

The ground under me shakes, and dust falls from the ceiling, and the roar of the monster reaches me even down here. A loud crack erupts, and I teleport away as the place I stood ends up buried under a mass of stones.

I teleport a few more times, finding a cache of mining tools. Clothes, masks, and tools suitable for excavation.

Once again the ground shakes and the dust starts falling from the ceiling as if it intends to fall on me, but this time I create a barrier and support the walls, stopping the stones from burying me.

Then I continue to examine the inscriptions on the tools. They’re really simple, yet there is beauty in their simplicity. A great deal of focus seems to have been given to improving their efficiency and reducing mana consumption.

The protective gear is similar. Some parts of it even have inscriptions to keep you warm when fueled by mana. The inscriptions on the clothes have been woven from threads containing bits of conductive material that I have a hard time identifying.

Putting it away, I sit on the ground and look at the barrier holding up the stone around me.

It’s a shame that the shop is locked; I could sell a lot of stuff. It’s also a shame we can’t take items from the events, we’ve known that since the 1st event. But I guess it would be too much if someone took a low arcane item out of an event or tons of materials from the mines.

I release the barrier and watch as the stones start falling, about to bury me there, and at the last moment, I use the anchor I left outside and teleport to it.

Appearing at the tower behind the last standing wall, I sit at the top looking down upon the pandemonium.

The Quake Serpent is now shining a brilliant shade of white, though one eye is still blind. But the monster is moving extremely quickly, belying its size. The lizard rushes towards Lily who avoids its attack, and once in a while, a burst of gray mana pours out from her. She’s still carrying the bag of our limbs on her back.

 Great holes have been rent in the monster’s flesh, eaten away by [Disintegration]. Even the monster’s head hasn’t come away unscathed, signs of a failed attempt at destroying the brain I would imagine.

Chunks of metal the size of large cars fall from the sky, pulled by an invisible force, striking the monster and dumping an immense amount of kinetic energy from the sheer speed and weight.

I locate Min-Jae who seems to be controlling them. His attacks do cause some damage, but not enough. There is also Brainiac who keeps taking potshots at the lizard’s good eye with his invisible projectiles.

With a horrifying noise, three javelins come flying down, burrowing into the Quake Serpent’s head, immediately followed by red and white lightning crashing from the sky and flowing into the weapons.

The monster roars again, thrashing around, killing any monsters and people that get too close.

Even so, there’s not much in the way of damage. The monster still moves, quickly approaching the wall, only to be stopped by a man with a silver barrier surrounding him.

The earth shakes, and the wall is cracking and about to break apart when the strongest native finally moves. His mana surrounds him like a cape and he draws a sword wrapped in a brilliant light as he enters the fray, confidently facing the monster.

The monster rears up, towering high in the air, its white scales seeming almost indomitable.

That’s when purple tentacles explode from the ground, each as big as the monster, crawling over its body, tying it down, surrounding it, the tips piercing into the lizard’s body.

The monster roars, falling to all fours as the tentacles envelop its face, hooking themselves to its maw and forcing it open.

There Biscuit floats nearby, a purple ball of mana floating over his form. The orb destabilizes, turning bright white, only to be shot into the monster’s mouth just before the tentacles weaken and disappear.

Biscuit starts fluttering in the air about to fall down when Min-Jae reaches him and pulls him into his arms, flying away as quickly as he can with his clumsy method.

As the monster tries to spit out the orb, it explodes from within, its jaw reduced to a bloody mess. Blood drips from the gaping hole, and the moment that blood touches the ground it melts the stone, creating a toxic mist.

Even that kills multiple people, even a few of those being protected by Gareth’s silver light.

The native knight attacks next, his sword extending much further as he thrusts the blade at the Quake Serpent.

The ensuing fight goes on for quite a while.

Natives, and the people of Hell difficulty come together to defeat the Quake Serpent. More monsters appear to help, separating the groups and forcing them to deal with weaker monsters as well.

Isabella unleashes the orbs she’s been charging all this time, the two of them manage to consume one of the Quake Serpent’s legs in its entirety, taking a big chunk of the beast’s torso with it. The sheer heat generated by the skill kills some of the defenders and forces Lily and Gareth to heal a few of the more important fighters.

The web covering the entire Aether Keep activates finally, strengthening Sophie’s skill and its reach. Thousands of ants turn against each other, tearing their fellow attackers apart, some even start crawling up the giant lizard.

And then she takes over more ants. And more. Between the web and her cooperation with the Twins, Sophie controls thousands of monsters, forcing them to fight their own forces, defending even against the opposing army’s attempts to wrest them from her control.

With one final burst, Tess releases a stream of lightning into the giant lizard’s head, and finally, the giant beast stumbles.

Its body crumbles as its maw continues to move, trying to bite at something, anything, its toxic blood splashing over the ground, the fumes killing indiscriminately.

The survivors stare, unmoving, not knowing how to react as the massive creature falls.

There is silence that slowly breaks into a loud shout, the ones remaining celebrating the victory.

The monsters taken over by Sophie through her and the twins’ web turn to attack again, clearing the remaining forces. Gradually, others join the fight.

An hour remains.

Tacita and Savant are nowhere to be seen, and under Tess’s orders, group 4 goes to rest, preparing for what is surely to come.

 







 

Thirty minutes remain. The silence is unnerving, and some natives disperse, celebrating already with their families hidden in the mines.

Lily refuses to heal, conserving her mana and the bag of limbs on her back. An army of a few hundred ants stays off to the side, under Sophie’s control, and Isabella is once again charging her fireballs. The silence is eerie, the wind quietly blowing over the battlefield.

 







 

Twenty minutes remain and nerves are frayed, some of the surviving tutorial attendees quarrel with each other, constantly looking for a danger that they can’t see or feel.

A few smaller fights erupt, but neither Tess nor Gareth can be bothered to interrupt.

Everyone is saving their energy and when some of them look towards me with nervous expressions, I return their gaze.

 







 

Fifteen minutes remain and one of the corpses on the battlefield starts twitching. A big spider with a myriad of symbols all over its skin. The corpse moves from inside, skin stretching and limbs bending until the chitin splits, and another form crawls from the dead monster.

A domain envelops the area and the remaining members of Easy, Normal, and Hard difficulty die nearly instantly, their bodies turning into shiny particles.

As they die, the monster covered in blood and gore from the spider stretches. A human-like figure with eight eyes. Its skin seemingly replaced with a black carapace and two additional pairs of spider-like legs protrude from its back.

[Rotweaver - lvl ???]

It’s somewhere between levels 320-340. If I had to guess.

In that moment, multiple things happen.

Savant takes over the web, the gentle orange light of his domain surrounding the area and pushing against the monster’s domain while attacking it at the same time.

After a long while, Tacita also appears. Out of nowhere, she is just there, standing by the Rotweaver’s side, her dagger coated in mana.

The monster moves, reacting to her but it’s too late. The dagger in Tacita’s hand turns into a blur, and green blood explodes into the air. The severed head and limbs of the monster fall to the ground and silence ensues.

Tacita disappears again and at the same time another corpse on the opposite side of the battlefield starts moving, twisting, and from its inside, the Rotweaver steps out. Before the monster has even fully emerged, Tacita is already there, a hand turning into a blur and its head flies off.

The Rotweaver dies and another corpse moves.

When Tacita reaches it this time, her attack deals no damage, spraying sparks into the air as the dagger skids off the carapace.

Swiftly changing posture, Tacita stabs instead, her dagger burrowing into the monster’s mouth and she moves her hand, cutting the head open.

A new corpse twitches. Then another and another. A dozen corpses move.

The others join in this time, fire raining down, lightning erupting, and a mental attack probing here and there, but to no avail, there are too many corpses and the Rotweaver stands up again and again.

Its domain expands, as Savant’s shrinks, unable to resist the monster any further. Gareth is forced to surround his team with silver light to fight its influence, and Tacita is gone again, waiting for an opportunity.

Thousands of corpses left outside start twitching. Natives, monster corpses, all of them get back on their feet. No matter how damaged the monster is. It doesn’t matter how many of their limbs are missing, or if the head is gone, or if half the body’s been destroyed. All of them rise at once, reanimated by the Rotweaver.

At last, even the corpse of the Quake Serpent stands up, both of its eyes missing, covered in wounds. The ground shakes under its feet.

The fight starts anew.

Sophie fights, trying to maintain control over her ants while Savant decimates the enemy forces with the help of his domain and the web he’s partially absorbed, even with his [Restriction].

Tess, Lily, and Gareth face the Rotweaver. Tess supports the duo from a distance, Gareth tries to take as much attention off them as he can, and Lily finally sacrifices the limbs in the bag, her speed equalling Tacita’s, and her gray mana obliterates the monster.

The monster is powerful, but not that powerful. Its strength lies somewhere else. No matter how many times they kill it, it always pops up anew, growing more resistant to their attacks and learning more.

Others fight the giant lizard and thousands of monsters radiating an energy that seems to make the domain of the Rotweaver even worse the more monsters surround them.

10 minutes remain when Swordmaster dies along with a few people from the other groups.

9 minutes remain when Bard and AnotherOneHere die under the assault of the Quake Serpent.

8 minutes remain when Sophie and Isabella disappear, killed by hundreds of monsters, drained of their energy and their blue flames dying out.

7 minutes when a few members of Gareth’s group disappear.

6 minutes when Min-Jae and the twins get overrun after Min-jae deals significant damage to the Quake Serpent.

5 minutes and Tacita appears again, in quick succession killing the Rotweaver five times. Then dying as the monster’s domain focuses on her.

4 minutes and Savant’s domain disappears and immediately after most of the remaining members die, Savant is one of the first.

3 minutes and Gareth runs out of mana, his silver light and crown disappearing. Tess disappears too with Biscuit who was trying to help her, dozens of purple tentacles tearing monsters apart and his gentle purple light pushing against the domain.

Lily, now with one arm remaining, falls to the monster as well, her mana gone and the domain taking its toll on her.

2 minutes remain as Rotweaver pulls out the heart of the strongest native, the man unable to do anything.

Rotweaver increases its output, the monster seemingly much stronger than it was when the fight started. Growing stronger as the end of the event closes in.

Terribly wounded, Quake Serpent moves quickly, a charge collecting in its body and animated corpses of humans and monsters crawling all over the battlefield, a sickly light radiating from them.

The Rotweaver eats the still beating Mana Heart of the knight it just killed, and its eight eyes turn to me.

It’s dark outside.

One minute remains and I stand up, my domain expanding as I take over the remains of the web, using it in the same way as Savant, something I learned from his example.

My Vortex Core empties, thermal energy flowing into the damaged arcane ax, and the crown over my head starts flooding my body with mana.

This won’t take long.

 







 

POV Channeler

The fight taking place on the screen in the common area is hard to comprehend. I knew the people from Hell difficulty were strong, but this is too much. Facing monsters stronger than anything I knew could exist, they hold their ground, using skills in a way I can’t imagine.

I and everyone already outside are once again reminded of the sheer difference between us. It’s not only stats or skill levels. It’s also the way they fight.

People from Hell difficulty are hungrier, wilder, and more aggressive. From the way they’re fighting, it almost feels like it’s just another day for them. They do not hesitate when that powerful monster attacks, throwing everything against it.

The silence that fills the common area is eerie, and through the screen, we can even feel a portion of the pressure being generated by the monster. It’s not quite like a monitor, it’s more like a screened window allowing “air” to flow through.

Though the system is limiting it, I feel myself getting sick just from the mana being released by the monster.

Even being so strong, people from Hell difficulty die one after another, all of them appearing in the common area, their bodies restored, clothes fixed, and mana replenished. None of them seem satisfied like they’re eager to jump back in and face that horror inside.

So this is why they are where they are.

When a minute remains, I check the leaderboards.

1st (689 pts) - Soph

2nd (576 pts) - Savant

3rd (553 pts) - Sset

4th (551 pts) - Tacita

5th (501 pts) - Grumpy

6th (490 pts) - Gareth

7th (471 pts) - Brainiac

8th (469 pts) - TheStrongestOne

9th (401 pts) - NotAaron

10th (389 pts) - FoodFood

And there is one name right at the bottom

2357th (-99 pts) - Noname

The last remaining person inside the second event finally moves, seemingly unaffected by the pressure that caused the others so much trouble.

Noname is wearing simple, almost casual clothes; he wears no armor, and no visible equipment other than the ax and a weird blade on his belt. Standing there, he seems out of place, careless even. He moves his hand, sweeping the hair from his eyes, and I can see the gold circles appear around his pupils on the screen.

Even now, he maintains his neutral expression.

Some people start talking, complaining about why he hasn’t helped until now, but an orange light radiates from a single man, the pressure bringing the babbling masses to their knees.

“Shut up,” the man says simply, his eyes glued to the screen.

Noname, as if he knows we’re all watching, stretches, and for the first time since I’ve met him, a smile overtakes his face. It’s an eager smile, careless, and full of honesty.

He is happy, and it is terrifying.

Noname floats into the air in that unnervingly stable flight of his, almost as if the world is moving around him rather than him moving through it. The ax in his hand glows brighter, and I can swear I feel the heat radiating from the system’s window.

Rotweaver screeches for the first time, the sickly aura it radiates tries to expand again but it can’t, held at bay by something else, something even stronger.

As he swings the ax, golden flames explode. Like a wave, they pour from the weapon’s blade. Small at first, but quickly expanding and crashing into the monster below.

The stone burns red now; corpses are set ablaze, burned to ashes nearly immediately. The flames reach the Quake Serpent, setting even this monster ablaze. They climb up its massive body like a living being.

20th (299 pts) - Noname

Quake Serpent roars soundlessly, a shockwave exploding through the earth as it rushes towards Noname who isn’t even flying all that high, about to take a bite at him.

Something black moves around Noname, and inconceivably the monster freezes in place, its mangled bloody maw wide open around him.

With calm movement, he lifts the ax and once again the flames explode, flowing right into the monster’s face and mouth, burning it from inside. The flames feel alive as they eat the monster, turning its giant body into a charred husk while it can’t even move.

6th (499 pts) - Noname

The air around him flickers from the sheer heat and the remains of the monster get blown away.

Rotweaver screeches again, the limbs behind its back weave and glow, a more sickly aura radiating from the monster. The remaining reanimated corpses move as one in their offensive.

The ax swings again, the rest of the monsters burned by a flame that envelops the entire area. At the same time, Noname lands on the ground, all around him his golden flames burning, the ground cracked and turned into magma.

Wounds cover his body, but they are slowly healing. The flames closest to him get pulled into the ax.

1st (798 pts) -Noname

After a few steps, he stops, a silence so deep the only sound is the breathing of the people in the common area. All gazes are on the screen as that man stops in front of the monster, surrounded by that hellish landscape. It’s dark and only his flames serve to light the area.

The Rotweaver is burned, the left half of its body missing, three of its eyes are burned out and the aura it had radiated so intensely is just flickering. There are no more corpses to escape to.

On its own feet, the monster tries to run, but with a speed that rivals Tacita’s, he reaches it. He grabs the back of its neck and burrows the monster’s head into the molten earth.

The smile on his face grows even wider as the crown over his head loses most of its shine, mana flowing into an orb the size of a basketball. The floating orb changes colors in quick succession, from pale blue to dark blue, then gets streaks of light blue and purple all over, and then starts shining bright white with a shimmering of golden light. The sheer amount of mana it contains is hard to imagine.

“That dumbass,” someone whispers, and when I look up I notice it’s Sset. “That fucking dumbass,” she repeats.

As if hearing, Noname blinks, a bit of his usual casual face returning, and he glances towards the Aether Keep just nearby.

“Oh,” his mouth moves as if he just remembered something.

But it’s too late and the orb explodes, instantly evaporating what remains of the monster.

1st (1298 pts) - Noname

A burst of flames erupts from the center of the ball, in a shockwave sending the remains of the wall and earth into the air. They expand at great speed, destroying everything in their path.

As they are about to reach the Aether Keep, they freeze. The flickering air immolating everything in its way stops, and the heat disappears. The shockwave, nearly visible, flickers in the air.

All of this held at bay by that single body that produced it all.

In that moment I realize that it’s only been one year since the tutorial started and that nothing will ever be the same, even if we return to Earth. Our lives have changed, and the Earth will change, all because of him and people like him.

Noname, looking like he is about to break apart, finally disappears, appearing in the common area. With his clothes, and mana restored.

The living weapon and winner of the second event without a single speck of doubt.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Giga long chapter just so you guys won’t get stuck on another cliff after so much of build up.

If you appreciate it and like the story so far, maybe consider leaving a rating for the 1st book on Amazon (you can do it even without buying the book). Lately, I’m getting cooked and getting low ratings by people who gave up after 20 chapters of Book 1 - https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CRSQ1YKP

Or don’t; it’s not like I can force you. And it’s not like I can threaten you with a cliffs – you know you will be getting them anyway.

Thanks for reading and commenting, and have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 351 - Hey babe, are you a nuke?


                Holy hell, that felt satisfying, and it was surprisingly easy. Sure, I would have probably died if I had done that outside the bounds of the tournament, but it’s totally fine. Sooner or later, I will get to the point where I can pull off stunts like that with impunity.

The amount of black mana I used to keep my body from breaking apart as I channeled all that mana was enough to kill me. However I was able to hold on until the end, and the system ended the event before I crumbled. I don’t think the others even saw that.

I need some time to think over my actions. The inscriptions and the black mana strengthening my body helped me channel the force of my mana. I’m surprised how close I am to being able to pull that off even without the black mana to strengthen my body.

My Mana Circuit is really pulling its weight. The new eyes are helping and my passives are helping too. So maybe I should strengthen my Mana Circuit again? A few more rounds of active tempering after we leave the tournament? A few more levels in my skills?

But damn, the [Mana Crown] is really good. I love that thing. Keep doing a good job. I also love the ax, good stuff. It handled all of that mana like a champ, without picking up a single scratch.

Anyway, it’s time to check my rewards.

Before opening the notification, I make sure to act strong and slowly walk through the crowd.

At some point, a group of people from the lower difficulties starts to cheer, “Noname! Noname! Noname!” the chant carried by dozens of voices.

It’s surprisingly disturbing, especially seeing the expressions they are making.

Are they not ashamed? Weirdos.

Well, it’s better than having them shout Tent Creep, so I place an anchor far away and teleport a few times, reaching our house and taking my favorite spot in the armchair near the window.

 



Congratulations, you have completed the 2nd event - The Siege of Aether Keep in 1st place and you have taken 1st place in terms of points collected - 1298 pts.

No [Restriction] was placed therefore no bonus has been awarded

You may exchange your points for shards. 1 point = 5 shards.

Your reward for taking 1st place overall comes out to 5 thousand shards.

You may choose to receive the full allotment of shards (11,490) and pick one of three rewards or forfeit the shards to increase the quality of your options.

 



It’s here that I hesitate. Eleven thousand shards is a lot and it would be a nice bump to my current total. I don’t think I’m going to get an arcane passive anytime soon, but that amount could help a lot.

Yet I still have to question how these shards will actually improve my rewards. Maybe it’ll be enough to net me an upper tier epic passive? It could be a high grade epic item again, perhaps it’ll be a bit better? I already have a few good passives that fit me, so it would be hard to change them.

Well, let’s take out the shards this time.

“I want to receive shards,” I state, and the balance of shards I hold increases.

Shards:77,644

I’m still short but I will get there, and when I do, it will be glorious.

Now then, let’s check out the rewards.

 



Please pick one of the three following rewards!

10 levels, skill upgrade token

Epic grade passive skill

Epic grade item

 



Well, nothing for my minion, but that’s okay.

My first complaint is that I should be getting these 10 levels anyways; I killed a shitload of enemies, even two of the stronger ones, so why’s the system cheaping out… the fuck am I even thinking, it’s the system we’re talking about here.

I give the window the bird and check the rewards again. Once again, I’ve been offered an item and a passive. Maybe they are really good? Upper epic grade?

Whatever, I’ll check them out later if I get another offer after the remaining events, but there is one thing I still want to try.

“Can I forgo my reward to improve my final rewards for the tournament and the last event?”

 



It is possible to forgo rewards to improve any future rewards.

 



And you didn’t tell me that?! This asshole of a system needs a manual. If I had known that before, I wouldn’t… never mind, I would have still taken the summoning token for my minion even if I had known. Haaaa… I’m too old for this crap.

“I want to save my rewards and improve my final rewards.”

There is no other notification, and the window disappears. Then I check other notifications that flooded my inbox after I completed the event.

 



[Mana Manipulation - lvl 38 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 39]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 39 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 40]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 40 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 41]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 41 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 42]

[Redistribution - lvl 45 > Redistribution - lvl 46]

[Redistribution - lvl 46 > Redistribution - lvl 47]

[Mana Domain - lvl 36 > Mana Domain - lvl 37]

[Mana Crown - lvl 17 > Mana Crown - lvl 18]

[Mana Crown - lvl 18 > Mana Crown - lvl 19]

[Mana Crown - lvl 19 > Mana Crown - lvl 20]

 



Good stuff, I should do stuff like that more often. Damn though, isn’t [Mana Manipulation] about to reach the level it was before I used it in that skill fusion? The next time I get a skill combination token, I will have to seriously consider using [Mana Manipulation] in the mix. I really might be able to get it back again.

Screw you, system.

Done with the rewards, I stretch and start replaying the fight in my mind when group 4 rushes into the house.

“Holy fuck, what are you, a nuke?” Maya calls from the door.

“That’s a weird pickup line,” I reply.

“Hey babe, are you a nuke? Because you’ve blown me away,” Dennis says in response to my quip, and the three boys laugh together.

“Are you a volcano? Because you just melted through my heart.” Aaron adds to another wave of laughter.

“Is your name Atomic? Because you just split my heart in two.” This time it’s Tess piling on with a cheeky expression.

That makes the boys laugh even more.

“Do you work at a nuclear facility? Because you’ve just caused a meltdown in my heart.” Min-Jae also joins.

Do they wanna get beaten?

“Is it hot in here, or is that just the nuclear fusion between us? It’s fusion, right?” a quiet voice joins in.

“Damn it, Lily.”

“Yeah! Damn it, Lily!”

“Shut up, Maya! You too, Dennis! I will beat you up!”

(Food! Food!)

Go and get them, boy! Defend your friend!

“Okay, okay, this is enough. Let’s stop before we cause pun-tamination.”

Damn it, Tess. Damn it.

At least Biscuit rushes into the room and floats into my lap, looking at me with a curious expression. I return his gaze, and for a moment we look at each other.

In the end, he just woofs once and lies down so I can pet him.

Do I look like a villain, sitting in an armchair with my legs crossed and the best doggo of the tournament floor in my lap instead of a white cat?

“Izzy, take a pic!” Lily calls.

“Yes!” cries the 11-year-old girl with the smartphoneI bought, as she pulls it out of the dresser she stored it in.

She then cleans the lenses and takes a pic before I can protest.

Quickly running to me on her short legs she shows me the photo, “Look!”

I am indeed a villain. But damn, Biscuit is really photogenic. Then I look at my face and freeze.

What is that expression? 

“I’m going to take pictures of others too!” Izzy shouts happily, rushing back into the room to do just that. Some members of our group even pose for group photos.

The atmosphere is nice, my people are happy with the results of the event, and not the least bit surprised by my actions, unlike the others. But I guess it’s not the first time they’ve seen me do something like that.

Tess moves in closer to speak, “Good job out there. You made the right decision, waiting until the end. People could see us struggle to fight the monster and the others from Hell could feel how strong it was. While you wiped it out just like that.”

“I will be relying on you to keep the people at bay,” I respond simply.

“No problem. You’re mine too, so I have to prevent any poaching.” She smiles, then looks up and calls, “Izzy! Can you take a picture of me and Nat?”

“Coming!” Isabella shouts and quickly takes a few more photos of Noodle hanging around Maya’s neck, while Maya pretends to be strangled and Noodle is clearly not impressed.

Tess plops down on the armrest of my armchair and smiles while Isabella takes a photo of us. That prompts the others to rush in and take a few more photos against my will. There’s one with Lily, and the boys surrounding me. And another of Maya forming a victory sign with her fingers.

Some of them notice my growing annoyance and that only seems to egg them on as they continue to bully me.

Biscuit is woofing, and they start talking about rewards, Isabella finally stops taking photos, and Tess and Maya fight over the phone, each wanting to play a song they like from its library.

Lily starts telling me about her experiments with the remains of the Champion’s heart. She becomes instantly interested when I show her a bone from the Champion’s finger I retrieved from the 5th floor. We make plans to try something together before the tournament ends. There’s a lot of testing to be done, after all, we can’t die.

The twins then proceed to ask about the coordinates to Lissandra’s home world, Eladore, while telling me about the conversation they had with Sophie during the assault. They offer me a nice cut, so we agree to do that sometime after the tournament and put our time here to better use.

At this point, I’m beginning to suspect that the people here are taking advantage of my good mood to get their way and my eyes naturally slide to Tess who suspiciously averts her gaze.

I knew it.

I will let it pass for today, I’m still in a good mood after the event. Even though I almost obliterated the Aether Keep along with the Rotweaver.

A small mistake. A tiny one.

Could have happened to the best of us.

Against my will, I also learn rumors about a guy from Easy difficulty who’s reached the highest floor of anyone here. The rumors also say he killed the other 199 people from his group.

At some point, Izzy proudly presents me with a smartphone, and judging by Sophie’s look of shame, I can only guess that she somehow has something to do with this. Probably some form of coercion on the part of her little sister.

Isabella shows me a video of myself. It looks like she recorded it from the giant screen during the event. In the video, I’m floating in the air, with a golden circle appearing around my pupils and the crown glowing over my head as I lift the ax.

The video has a number of glitchy effects layered over it and she even added filters, along with some kind of Phonk music playing in the background, trying to make the video’s contents, and me by extension, look cool.

Please help.

Should I destroy the hellish device? We haven’t seen any smartphones on the other floors yet. Not even on the super developed 2nd Floor. So maybe they shouldn’t exist. It only cost me a few rare items, so I could easily do it; it’s a cost I’m willing to pay to put an end to this. It seems like Isabella’s just getting started and who knows what else she’s going to get up to.

She even happily chirps that she saw someone with a laptop while sitting on my lap, her objective clear. Even Noodle’s been roped into helping, poor little disgraced guy. Poked and prodded by Izzy, as he slithers closer, the entire time glancing at Biscuit who keeps a close watch on him.

Noodle acts cute, Isabella acts cute. In an attempt to make me buy the laptop for her. She says she could make even better videos for me as if that were something I would want.

Hell, I am willing to pay if she doesn’t make them anymore.

With a sigh, I agree to buy it if she promises to be nice to Vega when I summon her here and let me do some small tests on Noodle. She agrees right away.

Poor Noodle.

Vega is still only around level 40 while Isabella sits somewhere over 150. But their ages are fairly similar, and I remember the stories Vega told me. It would be nice if she could have fun with Isabella at least for that one day.

When the snacks start appearing on the table and everyone takes a short break before doing their tournament stuff, I decide to do the same.

I just move to my quieter corner and stay there while experimenting with my mana.

            


Chaper 352 - The rules of the third event


                Tess, Sophie, Gareth, his right-hand man Adam, Samuel, and I have gathered in the living room, sitting together in awkward silence, but I’m enjoying it.

Everyone else is outside doing their own thing and having fun, but I’m stuck here helping Tess. Though I am eager to learn what kind of silly things they have to say.

Adam, who I remember wanting to have a conversation regarding some of the things that occurred at the end of the first event before the start of the 2nd, is looking at me. Even now he wears the same suit, the older man sits ramrod straight. He seems to be somewhere around 60 years of age going by his face, but none of that shows in his movements.

He moves with as much energy as any young man. That in itself has some interesting implications. How might the system influence someone, let’s say, 100 years old?

Just throwing a few levels and stats into boosting their constitution would probably go a long way toward improving their life. Even Lily alone is more than capable of making some level of improvement. In the end, even an old man could be brought back from the edge of death and fully rejuvenated.

Now that I think about it, could Lily heal things like cancer and HIV? What about genetic diseases and PTSD? Wait, wouldn’t Sophie be better for mental problems?

It’s an interesting train of thought.

Now back to the present, I meet Adam’s gaze. According to Tess, Adam is one of the richest men in Germany or something like that. Who cares, I bet I have more shards. And it’s not like money will be all that useful when we return to Earth.

“Sset, I would like to ask you to reconsider once again. I know you don’t like Samuel, but I do not think he is wrong,” Gareth says.

“No, I’ve said it all before, Group 4 isn’t interested in following your stupid rules. I know what Samuel is trying to do and what he’s hoping to accomplish with this petty show of authority, it won’t end with the tournament,” Tess answers in a calm tone.

Gareth smiles patiently, “This isn’t about what comes after the tournament, this is…”

“I know,” she cuts him off. “But you need to stop acting like an idiot. And you, Samuel,” she turns to him, “you’re too weak to be ordering our group around.”

“Yeah, Samuel, don’t do that,” I add.

“Noname, this is serious. We need to establish some kind of order here. It’s calmer now, but we still have problems that need to be solved. We need to have rules in place when we return to Earth. Even the slightest touch of our mana has the potential to kill a lot of people.” I don’t like Samuel’s tone of voice. As if we should follow his orders because that’s all he’s ever known. He’s the kind of person who always has to do things by the book.

“Why bother? We can leave that for future tournaments and our return to Earth. Some of us, not you Samuel, will be powerful enough to give orders to those from the lower difficulties if you want to keep order.” I say.

Isn’t it simple?

“But what about Hell difficulty and Beyond?” Adam asks for the first time, his calm eyes on me.

Tess continues instead, “We’ll deal with that as we go. We might not have a Champion before the tutorial ends but we should have a few candidates to set some ground rules. Plus, we’ll learn more from our experiences in the tutorial; that’s what it’s there for, right?”

As the conversation continues, they seem to be taking her more seriously. Tess is only around 20 years old, so even though they’re trying, it’s going to be hard for Gareth, Samuel, and Adam to take the young woman seriously right away.

Yet, Tess and, by extension, group 4 cannot be ignored. We have three people in Beyond. We have Sophie and her mind-blending. Now that I think about it, Lily’s a Beyonder too but she’s also the strongest healer in our round of the tutorial, and I don’t think that will change. We have Biscuit and Noodle too, and best of all, we have me, hehe.

Group 4 is scary indeed.

“See you later,” I say, already bored of the conversation, and teleport to the anchor I placed on the roof. There I meet Lily, who holds a twisted chunk of flesh, with a finger bone next to it.

“Have you gotten bored already?” she asks.

“Samuel was about to start talking about great responsibility coming with great power. Or call me a teleporting atomic bomb or some other ridiculous thing.”

She smiles, “He’s not so bad, just uptight.”

“Obviously, he would be nice to you, you are very important. But you should watch how he treats people from lower difficulties. The man would be happy to declare martial law if he could. But he’s weaker than us so he has to tread carefully when we’re around.”

“The people from Hard difficulty aren’t that weak.”

“They’re very weak, Tacita here has already killed Samuel once or twice when he bothered her,” I gesture.

“Tacita here?” Lily turns to the side to find Tacita sitting beside her. She almost jumps out of her skin, surprised by the girl who’s clearly been sitting there for who knows how long without being noticed.

“H-how long…” Lily whispers.

“She was there when I got here,” I say and wave at Tacita who returns the gesture while looking at the bone and scrap of heart Lily’s been experimenting with.

“You can’t do that! You have to at least let me know when you are nearby!” Lily complains.

Tacita quickly carves her response into the roof.

ʕ◉ᴥ◉ʔ

Well, it’s not like I don’t understand her reaction, “Learned anything interesting from the bone? The guy used to be pretty tough.” I ask Lily.

Lily’s eyes shine excitedly as she turns back to me, “Yes! That bone is perfect!” She pauses before asking, “Should I talk in front of her?”

“It’s too late for that, she knows a lot of things and already knows most of our names from all of her sneaking around. You guys didn’t notice her most of the time.”

“Oh…”

Tacita’s hand turns into a blur and she carves something else into the roof.

(；☉_☉)

“It’s fine, just don’t spread it around.”

(￣^￣)ゞ

I gesture at Lily to continue.

“I’ve been having some trouble with the heart though, it’s a lot more complex, even as damaged as it is. But with the heart, I could maybe help you with your Therm… with your heart. Not now, but sometime in the future, when we don’t have to deal with that annoying healing aura from the tournament grounds.”

That sounds really promising, it should be possible to upgrade my heart with Lily’s help, but I don’t really know how much we can influence my mana generation, honestly, it would probably be at least as difficult as using ambient mana. But maybe we could get it to compress my mana a bit more. Even now it’s only around 10 to 20%.

“But the bone is much better,” Lily continues. “It’s fairly compatible with my skill so I should be able to make my bones even stronger. And I should be able to do the same for you. It will take some time given your garbage Constitution, I mean I don’t want to hurt you, but we can make it work.”

“There is a question if I want to. I saw some interesting traits that influenced skeletal framework and making them stronger could make it more difficult to use them.”

“We can try to do both, but not here. The healing aura is annoying and heals me before I even make proper changes.”

I start thinking, “Maybe we will be able to make some nice stuff for group 4 together. We can try to give one of my eyes to the others. If it’s too strong, we can dampen the effects and let them ‘awaken’ gradually. It will probably never be as strong as the original, but a healer on the 5th floor did the same thing for my disciple.”

“That sounds difficult. Oh, I also tried to create a mark to leave on people so that they could heal as needed. The one you told me about. It’s really bad right now, but in a few weeks, I should be able to create stronger ones.”

“Thank you for your hard work.”

“No problem! You can get rid of your pathetic healing passive and I will give you a lot of marks.”

My healing passive is trying its best!

While pinching Lily’s nose to punish her, I turn to Tacita, “Do you need something?”

She shakes her head.

“Just hanging around?”

A nod.

“Well, I will leave you guys so you can have some fun together,” I then place an anchor and teleport to the workshop where Isabella’s already waiting.

The little empath stands in the corner over a table, her blue flames melting the metals I gave her and trying to make things from them.

I head over to my table without disturbing her. It’s time for me to make a few more items.

 







 

In the end, I create five more items over the next few hours, and set the starting price higher at 500 shards each, even though the materials for each item only cost me about 50 shards.

I set the auction’s duration at an hour and close the window.

After a bit of waiting, a notification pops up.

 



The 3rd event - Avatar Confrontation will start in 12 hours!

Everyone from Hell difficulty will have the opportunity to create an Avatar, for which they may set a [Restriction]. The Avatars will be placed in separate arenas.

Hard, Normal, and Easy difficulties will then be able to challenge these Avatars. Each difficulty will have to pay a different amount of shards to challenge the Avatar.:

Easy difficulty - 5 shards

Normal difficulty - 10 shards

Hard difficulty - 30 shards

 

The Avatars won’t have emotions and won’t have any memories beyond those required for combat and managing their abilities. The only goal of the Avatars will be to defeat their challengers.

For defeating the Avatar, the challenger will receive suitable rewards according to their performance and the strength of their opponent.

 

Note: There will be no cap on the number of participants in a challenge.

Note: A Hell difficulty attendee can create a single Avatar, with any [Restriction]. The Avatar in question can be challenged three times at most.

Note: If an Avatar defeats the challengers, the creator of the avatar will receive rewards as well as all the shards paid for the right to challenge the Avatar. The system claims 10% of these shards.

Note: The creator of the Avatar can add additional rewards for beating the Avatar to entice more challengers. The additional rewards can be shards or items. The additional rewards will be lost in case the Avatar is defeated and split among the challengers according to the challengers’ performance.

 

The Avatars can be placed in 12 hours and it will be possible to challenge them during a 24-hour timeframe.

 



Okay, that’s a lot.

Opening the notification again, I jump up to take a seat on the table I’ve been working at and read it again. I’m glad the Avatar won’t possess any of my memories or emotions. If it did I don’t think I would be willing to set one, not after the 5th floor.

This is not the kind of event I would have expected but it sounds fun enough. The most important things are, Hell difficulty people will place Avatars so there can be 31 Avatars at once, with or without [Restriction]. Each Avatar can be challenged three times, which means people from other difficulties can join up to 93 fights against someone from Hell difficulty.

The interesting part is the lack of restrictions on group size. This means that over 2 thousand people can challenge a single Avatar at the same time, provided each of them is willing to pay.

That makes deciding the level of [Restriction] a bit more fun. Alone, no one from Easy difficulty would be willing to challenge someone like Tess or Lily, but if they create a big enough group and the girls place the right [Restriction], they might get some challengers. Placing additional rewards could also help.

However, there is a bit of a problem for me. A very big one.

Is there going to be anyone dumb enough to challenge my Avatar? Especially after the last event?

Damn.

But it’s too soon to give up already. I already have an idea. It’s time to make use of the group 4 psyops unit and the uselessly handsome man. Reaching out, I touch the web covering our house and Sophie responds.

(What?) she asks.

(I need you to get the twins and connect with Channeler. Tell him to come here and to bring as many of his friends as he can. Useful ones only.)

(Will do. But what are you planning? You saw the notification, right? You’re screwed.)

(Worry not. I just need you guys to help me with a disinformation campaign.)

This is gonna be fun.

            


Chapter 353 - I want him dead


                The living room was too small, so we decided to meet in the garden. It’s a nice change of pace, seated at a group of tables loaded with snacks, surrounded by a variety of lovely shade trees, and vibrant green grass, with a nice breeze to bring it all together.

Even Biscuit’s in attendance, floating around and sniffing at the gathered people. Some of them almost seem to be terrified; I guess they saw his performance in the prior events. Now that I think about it, didn’t Biscuit kill a bunch of people from Easy and Normal difficulty during the 1st event?

As for the people milling about, we’ve managed to gather about twenty men and women from Easy and Normal difficulty. Channeler, Dennis, Aaron, Sophie, and Izzy are also here. Off to the side, there’s Tacita, sitting on a branch high up in a tree, nomming on some kind of snack she’s stolen and observing us down here. I don’t think she’s been noticed by anyone other than Sophie and I.

I’ve already brought Channeler up to speed on the situation, so he starts, “So, the goal is simple. We need to make Noname look as weak as possible.”

Someone giggles before being silenced by two of her friends

“Good fucking luck with that,” I hear before they cover her mouth.

Channeler, unbothered, smiles at the gathered people, his handsome face projecting a calming aura.

As he continues, even I find myself starting to believe his words, “You guys have got it all wrong. During the second event, Noname waited for the others from Hell to weaken the monster so he could steal the rewards.”

“No one’s going to believe that!” someone shouts.

“Why not, Eve? We all saw it. Noname used an item, that’s the only reason he was even capable of defeating the monsters. It is a powerful item he stole like a coward on one of the floors, that’s the only reason he’s gotten so far.” He looks at Sophie, Izzy, then the twins. “Even his own group has been complaining about how much they’ve had to carry him.”

That… that sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?

“Plus, Noname’s Avatar won’t have the ax,” Channeler adds.

Someone else asks, “What about the first event? He didn’t have that ax then and he almost won!”

The handsome man shakes his head, “Once again, Noname was lucky, he even got his hands on an arcane item that’s why he got so far. It’s insane how lucky this guy is. Even then, he lost against Savant.”

“Didn’t Savant have the arcane glove?”

Channeler looks confused, “Has anyone confirmed that? Savant won’t deny it, he’ll pretend he did because he’s trying to hide his true power until the duels, right? In truth, Savant fought with skills alone.”

This time a small group of people starts mumbling among themselves.

(That guy is good,) Sophie sends.

(He’s mine,) I return.

After waiting for everyone to quiet down, Channeler continues, “Obviously, we’re going to lead by example and challenge Noname. Don’t worry about the shards. Noname promised to reward us accordingly. Each of us will get an uncommon item and we get five rare items. But,” Channeler lifts his finger, “The items are from Tent Cre… from Fuckyouintentbitch, and Noname was able to buy them. He might throw in some extra if we do well.”

A few people giggle and Tent Creep gets called out a few times.

Maybe I should beat them up.

They do seem more enthusiastic after hearing that though. It looks like the performance of my items has spread.

Continuing, Channeler explains, “Noname will place a high [Restriction] on his Avatar and place a few decent rewards. Of course, the first few groups of challengers will probably lose. We need to be in those groups to downplay it as much as possible. Then for the third challenge, we’re going to get as many people as possible. I will take time with each of you to go over the things we expect people to say and our excuses.”

Watching everything go down, I almost feel like a villain and I love it, it’s like having my own minion to enact my evil plans. The group asks a number of questions and Channeler answers each with patience and a smile. He even knows all their names and after watching them I’m sure half of the people here are only helping because they’re into him, men and women.

(Handsome people sure have it easy,) I send through the twins’ link.

(I wish women would look at me the way they look at him,) Dennis sighs.

(Maybe we can have Lily use [Plastic Surgery] on our faces to make us look better,) Aaron tries.

(You guys are all dumb, none of you are that bad looking.) Sophie replies as she observes the crowd while testing a few adjustments.

She seems to make a bit of progress, so I ask, (Well?)

(I could probably influence people from Easy, without being noticed, normal too if I push it. But it wouldn’t be all that strong, just the tiniest poke towards them deciding to challenge you, nothing more. It would be like a friend giving you advice. People from Hard difficulty would notice that and it wouldn’t affect them. It would cause more trouble than it’s worth.)

(Fair enough. Let’s not do that then. How about you?) I turn to the twins.

(No problem, boss!) Aaron sends with a smile. (We’re happy to trash you a lot. We’ll even see if we can get Brainiac to help. It’s good you didn’t call Kim, he is terrible at lying as is Lootenant.)

(It will be easy, but you have to teach us coordinates on the 6th floor in exchange, without taking too big a cut!) Dennis reminds me.

(As promised,) I agree.

For a while, I watch Channeler and while some of the things he’s saying kind of annoy me on an irrational level, I appreciate the effort. Not only that, but he’s making Savant look that much stronger, maybe that will keep people from challenging the guy and stop him from earning any rewards, that would be a nice bonus.

I don’t really think it will help very much. People aren’t that dumb, but it is fun to watch.

 







 

I spend one hour crafting the items to serve as rewards for the people Channeler managed to rope into helping. Yet I still think it will be worth it.

To avoid connecting my name with Fuckyouintentbitch, I’ve already hinted at buying some. For the rest, I’ll drop a few clues and leave it to their imagination, I’m hoping they’ll think I know the guy.

After finishing my crafting, I walk through the common area, heading towards WhiteWing.

Surprisingly, I can already see some people looking at me. Some try to hide their laughter while whispering some private joke to the person next to them. It’s not many, but it’s already spread enough to be noticed, and every once in a while, I see some of Channeler’s helpers going around and talking to people. He really picked some good helpers, they don’t hesitate in the least as they strike up conversations.

Is this the true power of people from lower difficulties?

No one from the higher difficulties is quite that friendly, though we did have to get used to floors where people were ready to stab you in the back at any time.

As I approach the big house Gareth’s group has been using, I stop to look at it for a while. It has multiple floors, their yard is bigger than ours though they don’t have a workshop.

Our house and the view it provides are definitely better. Group 4 wins once again.

“Noname, you’re slow as hell. But I guess that’s why you’re in Hell difficulty,” Brainiac says welcoming me with a lame joke.

I ignore him and proceed to enter the house, and he quickly follows behind, “And what the hell are these rumors I’ve been hearing in the common area? I’ve already had like five people ask if it’s true that you got an arcane item during the 1st event and that I beat you in a duel.”

“What did you say?” I ask instead of answering.

“It sounded fun so I said I beat you three times in a duel and the arcane item was found by someone from Easy difficulty and you still almost died while stealing it,” he says with a bright smile.

Nice, free labor.

“Ask the twins if you’re interested; they’re in on it and wanted to speak to you anyway. But if you do anything to ruin my plan, I will find you.”

“Sure, no problem! Gary and Sset are already waiting, so go upstairs; I’m going to find Dennis or Aaron!” Once again, he’s ditched his responsibilities in the pursuit of fun and leaves the house. I can’t hate him for it either; the guy clearly has his priorities straight.

As I’m walking upstairs, I detect three mana signatures in the room and knock before entering. There in the small room, I find a man tied to a metal chair. With a weaker version of the Null Collar around his neck. It’s not epic, it’s probably rare at best. It clearly won’t allow him to use his mana.

Even that is enough, this guy’s clearly from Easy difficulty. Though a short examination tells me that he’s probably the strongest person from Easy difficulty I’ve met. Hell, he’s probably stronger than most of Normal.

The more I observe him, the more interesting it is. Maybe he’s stronger than some of the weaker people from Hard difficulty?

The man tied to the chair is around thirty years old. He has a short beard and brown hair and a wild expression in his gray eyes. He is of average height and quite muscular. Meanwhile, Tess sits in a chair nearby, and Gareth stands in the corner of the room.

“So that’s the guy?” I ask.

“Yes,” Tess nods.

“So what if I am? You can’t do anything. Once the tournament’s over, I’ll be freed, and you won’t be able to reach me,” the man’s voice is calm, despite his wild expression.

There is something chilling about the way he looks around and speaks.

“That would be quite a wasted tournament for you,” I mention.

“I can live with it,” he responds coldly.

“What’s the name of your skill?” I ask.

“Noname, you can’t be serious!” Gareth says, speaking for the first time, and the usually calm and compassionate man sounds like he’s on the edge. “This isn’t the time or place for that.”

“Does it matter?” I step closer and send mana to the man, forcefully overwhelming him and breaking through his natural barrier. Sending my mana through his body, I examine it and his mana.

Other than a token attempt at the start, he doesn’t bother trying to defend himself and watches me with eyes that tell me he would stab me if he could. Or something much worse.

Such an amusing guy.

“So how many?” I ask Gareth.

Tess answers instead, “It’s hard to say exactly, but we think he killed all 199 members of his group, sometime during the 1st Floor.”

“How did he do that? It couldn’t have been that easy.”

“We don’t know for sure,” Tess says, shaking her head. “Maybe he poisoned them. He seems to have the skills for it. We spoke to a few of the people he defeated in the 1st event, and they seemed to confirm that he had some kind of poison smoke and acid that melts through low density mana. Both of them cause a lot of pain as well.”

“Maybe he just poisoned their water or something and killed them slowly,” I ponder as I examine his body.

Other than being surprisingly high-level, it seems normal. I’m not an expert, but there is nothing remarkable. The guy just seems to be some kind of sociopathic mass murderer. Maybe he wanted to level up or take their equipment. Or maybe he’s just a murderer and a twisted person who found himself in a place without any rules.

I stop using my mana and look at him. The entire time, and now even more so, he watches me with those eyes of his. I’ve met plenty of psychos but this one seems to be a special case.

“Any idea what floor he’s on?” I ask.

“If he went no [Restriction], then he’s made it to the 11th floor, that’s what a few guys saw,” Gareth joins.

“Oh? Isn’t that the highest floor out of anyone here?” I ask.

“Yes, and before you ask, yes, we’ve tried to get info out of him, but he refuses to cooperate and the system censors everything else as always,” Tess leans back on her chair.

Such an interesting situation. So, how do you deal with a murderer like that? Do you even want to? He can’t be killed during the tournament. Sure, he can be fake killed, even tortured, but after a few more days, he will be back to doing whatever he wants.

Even if he goes back to the Floors, anything he does will be limited to fakes created by the system not actual people. The question is if Gareth and Tess want to punish the guy for what he has done. More interestingly, do they even have the right to decide that?

Curious about what they’ll do, I turn to them.

Gareth is silent and indecisive, unwilling to show his darker side, which I’m certain he has. There is no way the guy looking like a hero, with shiny armor, healing skills, and speeches about protecting others isn’t evil.

Tess, on the other hand, returns my gaze easily, her eyes unwavering as she declares simply, “I want him dead.”

That’s why I like her.

            


Chapter 354 - Expectations and consequences


                “Are you sure?” I ask Tess, my curiosity growing. I want to see how she responds.

“Yes,” she says simply.

“Do you have the right to decide that?” I ask though I don’t care what happens to the guy. I want to know what the young blonde in front of me is thinking.

“Who cares if I have the right?”

Ok, that’s a good answer.

So I ask again, pushing her, “I killed a real human, I threw that guy on the 1st floor to the Cinderbear.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Soph and Hadwin also killed the guy who wanted to kill Soph after his friend died.”

“Yes, they did.”

“And Izzy probably burned a group of people from Hard difficulty who entered Hell difficulty back on the third floor. Are you going to punish all of us as well?”

“I will not.” A simple answer.

“That’s hypocritical.”

“Yes, it is.”

“So you want others to follow your rules while acting as judge, jury, and executioner without following the rules yourself?” I continue to push.

“It’s not about rules I want them to follow. As I told you before, I will be leading this round of the tutorial. I will take over so our group will be safe when we return in four years. Yes, it’s still far off but it will be better to start right away.”

Gareth is just listening and the murderer tied to the chair is forgotten. Only when the bound man tries to say something do I hold his mouth shut with [Redistribution].

“No one will want to follow a woman who sets rules she won’t follow herself,” I note.

“They will have to,” another simple answer I like.

“So this man is an example?”

“Yes, we will make an example of him. A lot of them think they can do anything they want during the tournament because they can’t die. A lot of them also know about this murderer, rumors have been spreading for a long time and he even bragged in Community.”

“Sounds good,” I can’t help but be fascinated by this version of Tess. And yet that can’t be all there is to it.

Her subclass is Chastity and now here she is, greedily trying to pull everyone under her control. Gareth, other difficulties, and even the people from Hell. All in the name of protecting her friends and maintaining the camaraderie she’s always wanted. It feels greedy but pure at the same time. Such a twisted combination.

So I don’t mind helping, “I could forcefully inscribe a construct inside of his body. The kind that would trigger gradually a few days after he leaves the tournament. I could make one that constantly disrupts his mana or one that will make his heart explode. Something impossible for someone of his level to deal with. With a bit of help from Grumpy or Soph and some testing to learn what the system will allow, I should be able to do it fairly easily.”

“We can’t do that,” Gareth finally joins in. “I know where you’re coming from, Sset, but this, this is too much. You won’t fix anything if you become a murderer as well.”

“I’ve told you before Gareth, but you’re too soft. We saw it all over the previous floors, there was always someone strong keeping the others in check. The second floor had the Champions. The third floor had a king. On the fourth floor, the lynthari kept the order and no one dared to step too far out of line. Even what we learned about the fifth, the Absolute, the Champions, and their powerful guilds,” she gestures around.

“I know where you are coming from. But there has to be another way.”

“Probably? Maybe we’ll find a utopia on one of the higher floors. But Gareth, Soph and I looked into his mind, albeit briefly. I felt flashes of his emotions when he killed people. This man is nothing more than a rabid dog to be put down.”

She takes a step towards the bound man and looks down at him, her voice turning darker, “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of and I’m sure we will continue to do so. And probably worse. We will kill natives, we’ll even kill people from Earth. Hell, some of us might end up like this man. But right now I want him dead because of the things I saw in his memories. Later I will learn more about the way I want to walk. Then I might regret it, or maybe not.”

Instead of talking to Tess, Gareth turns to me, switching his strategy, “And how about you? Have you accepted the idea of killing him so easily?”

“I have,” I affirm.

“Would you kill so easily no matter who asked?”

“I only agreed because Sset is the one asking,” I clarify. “I trust her,” I say, focusing on Gareth, and returning his gaze.

The man seems to be distraught. But he doesn’t feel weak or indecisive. It’s like he’s honestly trying to find a better way.

Gareth takes a step closer to me, his voice more urgent, “What if she’s lying? You only have her word, and it’s a big decision. You should think this over. What if she’s using you or intends to in the future? Perhaps she’s twisting the truth to make you do what she wants.”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I think I might kill her.”

That shocks Gareth into stunned silence. He keeps looking back and forth between Tess and I.

When I look at the blonde, she is smiling at me, gentle and understanding.

“How can you say that so easily, isn’t she your friend?”

“It’s not easy,” I tell Gareth. “Isn’t a betrayal of that magnitude a good enough reason on its own?”

“Even though she’s your friend?” Gareth asks, refusing to let go.

With a sigh, I continue, “Wouldn’t that just make it that much worse? I do things she asks of me without questioning her. I gave her my trust and she knows it and can make use of me. But that comes with expectations from my side and consequences should she betray them.”

Stepping closer to the bound man, I collect my mana and touch his head, sending it through his natural barrier. I break through easily and place an anchor directly on him, infusing it with enough mana to last for days. It might disappear if he enters the event, but I’ve remembered his mana signature so I should be able to find him quite easily.

Turning to Tess, I reach to the anchor I placed in the common area, “I will return home and will come up with something later.”

“See you later,” Tess says.

“Sure,” I activate the anchor and disappear, appearing in the middle of a crowd.

My sudden appearance makes some people jump, while I continue towards the house where I felt Min-Jae’s signature. Walking for a minute I reach the patch of trees and start cycling mana to hide my presence. Min-Jae has become better at detecting people lately.

Silently I enter a small patch of trees and when I hear his voice I slow down, carefully stopping as the view opens up. There I can see him. Min-Jae is around 16 years old I think and at the moment he’s facing down a few men from Hard difficulty. Three to be exact.

Lootenant is with him or Jakub if I want to use the name Gareth doxxed.

The Korean boy seems to be excited about something, though Lootenant looks like he doesn’t want to be there.

“We told you you’re wrong,” one of the men from Hard difficulty tells Min-Jae threateningly. “We cursed at that lightning bit… woman, but so does everyone else. So what do you want?”

“I don’t like that you call her that. She is my friend,” Min-Jae doesn’t seem to be impressed at all and faces the three men easily.

I’m sure he wouldn’t be able to do this without the powers he now possesses. Thanks to them even a thin boy can face three adult men.

They seem to realize it as well. They aren’t exactly weak, but people from Hell difficulty are just different so they hesitate.

“Look,” their leader says in the end, “I got it. I’m sorry, okay? I understand that she is your friend so I apologize.” The man is surprisingly reasonable.

Min-Jae, on the other side, seems to be disappointed. I can see how he watches them. The stance he takes is something that reminds me of mine and I could swear the expression too. He is even releasing a bit of his mana.

I can see a thrill in his eyes as three much older and bigger men apologize to him, but immediately I can tell it won’t be enough. I’ve known people who acted the way Min-Jae is now.

“That’s not enough,” Min-Jae calls to them as they turn to leave.

His skill activates and his gravity field surrounds the men, slowing them down as they fight to keep standing.

“Enough Kim, we don’t…” Lootenant tries to stop him, but Min-Jae shakes him off.

Taking a few steps towards the men he says, “I don’t think you were honest enough. As you said, she’s my friend.” Even as he is saying so, I can see a tenuous smile on his face.

That smile and the way he pushes away their efforts to escape his gravity field tell me enough. I don’t even have to watch as he uses the excuse of defending his friend to put these men under his boot. Especially now that he is also angry because they insulted Tess and probably called her even worse names. I already know the reputation she has.

As Tess said before, Min-Jae is young and because of his past, it’s no surprise he turned out this way after getting all these powers. 

Having seen all I wanted to see, I use an anchor I left in the common area to teleport away. There, I start walking around and checking for some things I could buy. Maybe some interesting stone that would prove to be a damaged arcane item, a ring with the personality imprint of someone powerful, or a talking sword.

Bored and wanting to take my mind off my useless ponderings, I gesture for a young boy who’s watching me from a porch nearby to come closer.

“Do you want something?” I ask. The boy was following me for a good minute.

“Are you Noname?” he asks.

The boy sounds even younger than Isabella, and he feels much weaker. Easy difficulty probably.

“Yes,” I say.

“The Cheater Noname?” he asks curiously.

Damn, some people just really lack survival instinct.

“Why do you think I’m a cheater?” I ask just in case, knowing it’s most likely the result of Channeler’s efforts.

“I heard your group got an arcane item and you stabbed them in the back to take it for yourself. And even then you lost to Savant who was tired because he already defeated like 20 people from Hell difficulty.”

Oh. My. God. I love you, Channeler my dude.

The boy doesn’t let my silence stop him, “During the second event too! You have some leech skill you used to steal mana from other people. Mom said it would be impossible to have so much mana otherwise! You also stole mana from the mines and the natives. All while you waited for the others to weaken the monsters and because you were scared!”

“Be careful,” I add with some urgency in my voice. “I don’t want people to know about my cowardly [Mana Steal] skill,” I say, stealthily handing him some candy I traded for a common item.

“I knew it! A nice lady was telling my father about it and I overheard! Is it true that you also have an item higher than arcane, but to use it you have to sacrifice 10 years of your life?”

This is getting ridiculous.

The boy doesn’t stop, “And you are such an asshole that you are sacrificing the life of your group instead!”

There I pause him, “Kid, wanna learn something funny?”

The weird kid nods and steps closer.

How the hell can you talk about me in such a way and then just listen?

I lower my voice to add more dignity, “There is one word I heard the most powerful Absolute I’ve ever met say. That word bought her the respect of her enemies and the love of her friends.”

His eyes expand, “There is such a word?”

“Yes,” I gesture for him to come closer and whisper. “Don’t tell anyone. You promise?” I hand him another candy.

“I promise! My dad said to never break a promise!”

I nod and look around, like I’m making sure no one’s listening, “That word was ‘nya.’ She added it to the end of every second or third sentence she said, gaining the respect of everyone who heard it.”

Then, unable to resist, I flick his nose and teleport away.

Silly kids.

            


Chapter 355 - Miwa


                I teleport back after the auction ends, I check the result and receive just over three thousand shards for the five items. The tournament shop has already covered our rent for the house and workshop, and a few days still remain.

It’s not as good as looting the Veil Ignition Station, but it’s good enough that I should be able to make a few thousand extra shards before the tournament ends.

As I check the crafter ranking, I’m still first, with the second person being someone called Miwa and even Adam is there. For a moment, I consider buying their things to examine them but then decide not to. Looking at my results and 1st place, it’s obvious I’m doing better. So, there probably wouldn’t be all that much I could learn from them. I still might do it before the tournament ends.

Sensing a few signatures on the roof, I boost myself into the air and land on top of it. Lily and Tacita are still in the same spot, and Maya and Sophie seem to have joined them. The women observe Tacita while talking to Lily.

Maya is closer to the mute girl. Maybe too close. Unlike me, she doesn’t seem to notice the tension in Tacita’s body every time someone moves too quickly, gets close, or speaks too loudly. It’s obvious to me after dealing with her for a bit, but Tacita seems to be about as twisted as the rest of us.

Maya, being as straightforward as she is, smiles and holds out her hand by way of introduction.

When Tacita ignores her, Maya makes a bit of a mistake. She presses closer and reaches out to her with a kind word.

In a flash, her hand is severed, and Maya staggers back, a dagger sprouting from her neck. She coughs, blood spraying from her mouth and soiling her clothes.

Maya doesn’t panic and her face takes on the deep calm of the skill we share. Before Lily or Sophie can move, Maya puts a hand on the wound after pulling the dagger free, blood seeping between her fingers. A blade made of mana extends from the stump of her severed hand. Even bleeding, her expression turns dangerous.

Lily lets go of everything and moves at a speed rivaling Tacita’s, reaching Maya and putting a hand on her to heal her quicker. She heals her even before the tournament healing aura activates, the wound closing within a blink.

Then the three of them stand there, skills at the ready to launch an attack on Tacita.

On the other side, the mute girl is calm, her slim body relaxed, arms hanging along her body, and fingers slightly bent. Her feet are placed just so, priming her for a sudden burst of speed.

Not to escape, but to attack. Even facing three powerful members of Hell difficulty, Tacita doesn’t hesitate.

It might be sociopathic, but I want them to fight. I bet Sophie and Maya would go down, almost without a struggle, and only Lily could defend herself. However, the knowledge of our immortality in this space takes the sting from such thoughts.

But I don’t forget to warn them, “If you damage the house, I will expect an item equal to the damage caused.”

Tacita lifts her hands and gestures at the trio opposite her after meeting my eyes.

“You too, I don’t go around destroying your stuff, so I would expect you to extend the same courtesy.”

That causes her to deflate a bit, and her stance becomes more relaxed.

“You saw what she did to Maya,” Lily says through clenched teeth. Maya, unlike her, maintains a mask of calm, her eyes on Tacita.

Have they forgotten who this girl is? She’s been solo climbing the floors, the same as Savant. She has time and again proved herself to be an extremely dangerous individual and she’s unstable to boot. Maybe the way she acted made them forget? Tacita’s behavior tends towards the playful, most of the time, not to mention the silly emoticons she uses instead of speech.

It’s amusing, to be honest. How little it takes for people to let their guard down. Just a few smiles, a bit of childish behavior, and an innocent face.

Unlike them, I strengthen my body every time I see even a shadow of Tacita and keep a barrier under my skin, ready to activate. Not even once have I forgotten to do so.

I also know that Tacita has taken notice; she knows that I’m ready to fight her anytime. But being twisted as she is, she doesn’t mind my lack of trust. No, it almost seems like she prefers it, she’s actually more comfortable when I try to keep her at arm’s length.

Tacita looks down on those who’ve grown complacent. But I guess that’s the inevitable result of her climbing the floors alone and being on constant guard.

So I just tell Maya, “Dennis told me you know about someone who can make pizza.”

While keeping her eyes on Tacita, Maya says in a calm tone, “Yes, I’ve spoken with her already and can arrange a meeting.”

“Sounds good. Can we go?”

Maya glances at me and then at the mute girl. Her expression slowly returns to normal, and she examines her bloody clothes. Her expression clearly shows that she realized she made a mistake and that she’s really dissatisfied with the result.

Cursing, Maya says, “Yes, just let me change clothes.” She then jumps off the roof and enters the house.

For a while, I sit there observing the standoff between Sophie, Lily, and Tacita, but in the end, it looks like there will be no fight.

“Boring,” I mutter and jump off the roof, and take a seat on one of the benches outside, waiting for Maya.

 







 

Maya and I enter the common area and only then does she turn to me, “I fucked up.”

“A bit,” I nod. “Do you know where?”

“I thought of her as harmless and allowed myself to get lulled into a false sense of security by the safety of the tournament.”

“I agree, you have [Focus] too so you should keep it running in the background constantly. Use it to keep your strengthening just a blink from activating or to monitor your surroundings. Whatever you like.”

We pass through the plaza as she leads us through the crowds.

After a while, she asks, “Would she still act this way outside the tournament? If there was no field preventing us from dying?”

“Yup,” I say.

I know that without a speck of doubt. Tacita’s actions would be the same even out of the bounds of the tournament. Whether it be a native or a real person. It doesn’t matter. That’s how she is.

My answer seems to strike the usually straightforward and talkative Maya silent, as she retreats deep into her thoughts.

I, on the other hand, try to look as weak as possible. There are even a few people trying to probe my mana, in an attempt to scan me with their skills. Even Maya notices them, but I act as if I haven’t and merely reduce the amount of mana leaking from my body.

All in an effort to help the disinformation campaign.

It’s in this fashion that we reach a smaller house, carved deep into a nice grassy hill, covered with colorful flowers. Outside of that house is a small workshop, issuing the constant ringing of a hammer striking iron, along with a lot of heat.

“Let’s wait outside, apparently she’s sensitive about being interrupted,” Maya says.

Though it leaves me curious, I plop down on a stone nearby and Maya does the same, and we wait.

I do not send my mana sense toward the blacksmith Miwa’s workshop. She is the second ranked crafter in the tournament shop and it looks like she may be the person I need to help me make pizza for my minion.

It takes about an hour and in that hour, I die four times. All caused by black mana turning my brain to mush as I experiment with it. It’s mostly part of my experiments with [Focus], It’s eitherthat or direct infusions into my brain. All the while I keep a field around me to stop mana from seeping into the area, keeping as much as I can inside of my body.

At this point, I start thinking that before the event ends I will have to be a bit more careful and stop relying on the passive healing of the tournament. It would be unfortunate if I tried something like this outside.

Anyway, I’m learning a lot and the control I’ve refined with the help of my Duplicate improves even further. Now even more so than before, I realize how much time experimenting with him saved me. Months, half a year, maybe even a year that I would’ve needed to practice on my own, slowly to avoid blowing my head off.

Maya also trains as she sits next to me, a focused expression on her face while she moves mana through her body.

Another hour passes before a woman in her forties finally exits the workshop. She has a youthful face and seems to be Asian, Japanese if I had to guess. The heat seems to radiate from her skin while she wipes the sweat from her brow and glances at us, then taking a few steps she greets us with a nod.

A few seconds later she coughs and tells me, “Hey, my eyes are up here.”

Maya seems to be shocked for some reason and pokes me.

I lift my eyes from her right arm, which is made entirely of metal. It’s clearly some sort of heavily articulated prosthetic, covered in delicate inscriptions. Looking up at her I ask, “You didn’t make it, where did you get it?”

The metal itself is an alloy I do not recognize. Possessed of a silvery color with a pinkish luster.

The arm is beautiful and I’m unable to take my eyes off it.

She looks at me, “I’m Miwa, I would like to hear your names first.”

“Noname.”

“Knight, nice to meet you, Miwa.”

Miwa nods, “Thanks, even if they are aliases. Now then, I thought you wanted help with pizza, offering an epic item in exchange?”

“I have a healer in my group. She can restore your flesh and blood arm. I will add two epic items in exchange for your metal arm,” I offer.

“I apologize, but no.”

“Five epic items and my healer will make your new arm stronger than the original should be.”

“I already said no,” Miwa repeats decisively.

Should I try to steal it later? I mean, she’s only in Hard difficulty, it should be easy enough. It might be worth the hell Tess would raise or Gareth’s complaining. I’ve seen a few prostheses, but this arm is something else, there’s only one floor where she could have gotten it.

“You got the arm on the second floor, right?”

Seeing no reason to lie, Miwa nods, “I got it from a man called Keiron.” She lifts her arm, it moves perfectly, fingers reacting immediately and nimbly as their natural counterparts. Even the metal seems to bend slightly at the required places.

The arm is a masterpiece and more so having been given by Champion Keiron. Maybe he was nerfed on Hard difficulty or not, no matter what it’s not something to ignore. More so him being a descendant of Lissandra.

I want to offer another trade, but Maya pokes me before I can and when I look at Miwa I do realize that if I ask again she will send us away. Even now, this polite reception is little more than an act.

I will think of something later.

“Yes, we came here because of pizza. Apparently, you can make one.”

Miwa gestures to us to follow her and heads towards the house, “I like to cook so when we reached the common area I traded with other people and got a lot of ingredients. With what I have, I should be able to make pizza as well.”

We enter the hallways at which point she takes off her shoes and puts them to the side. We follow her example and wait for her to invite us in.

She leads us to a small but lovely kitchen, and the woman, still in her work clothes, starts preparing tea, her metal arm moving as nimble as a normal one. Me and Maya both sit there awkwardly. Even Miwa seems to be somewhat cold because of my offers.

Well, I think I know what will make her more friendly.

“I can give you an item for the pizza, but what do you think about this instead?” I put a few pieces of metal on the table.

Turning back to us, Miwa sighs, “Please, do not try to change…” she cuts off. Miwa quickly puts the kettle away and takes a quick step towards the table from which she grabs a small piece of metal.

It’s voidsteel, not a blade, just a few pieces of the metal I found in the Veil Ignition Station.

As expected, the woman seems to be even more interested now. Voidsteel is extremely expensive in the system shop and is mostly sold in ingots for one or two thousand shards. Then there is the problem that they are difficult to work with, especially for us from Earth with only a year of experience. So the pieces I gave her should be even more enticing given the way they should allow her more freedom to experiment.

Then I decide to push more, “I also have a damaged arcane grade item.” I lower my voice, trying to make my offer sound as enticing as possible. “I will let you look at it if you let me look at your arm.”

            


Chapter 356 - Just give me the goddamn robotic arm


                After being told to fuck off, we leave the place. It’s the nicest way anyone’s ever told me to fuck off, and I don’t realize what’s happening until we’re already outside, and she throws our shoes out behind us.

HOW! How is she not enamored by the chance to examine an arcane weapon? Just show me the goddamn robotic arm!

“Maya, I’m annoyed,” I complain to the woman next to me.

“You should run [Focus] in the back of your mind to…” Maya swiftly dodges my mana projectile and deflects another by creating a barrier over the back of her hand.

She smiles playfully, “Just let it be before you make it worse. We can ask Tess or Channeler to talk to Miwa and at least get you your pizza.”

“But the arm…”

“Oh, come on! What’s even so fascinating about it?”

“It was made by Champion Keiron, the dude with the [Avatar] skill and the descendant of Cockroachsandra. That alone makes it interesting.”

Her eyes burn on my skin as she asks, “Please tell me you are not planning on stealing that arm.”

“Borrowing. I can give her both of my arms if she wants. They’re good arms.”

She snorts, “Only Lily has any use for your arms, please act like a normal human. You shouldn’t be so laidback about losing an arm. I mean, what are you, a lizard or something? Having Lily on hand is making you even worse.”

Grabbing my hand, she pulls me away from the house, “You have that arcane alloy you keep babying. Maybe she would like to examine that more, she seems like a blacksmith.”

She lets go of my hand and I shake my head resolutely, “She would want a piece of it. I know that. I’m not willing, not even if she offers to give me the arm.”

“Is it that good?” Maya wonders.

“Yes. It was made by someone who worked with the Champions on the 5th floor and was rewarded for it by their Absolute. His life’s work.”

“But it’s only arcane.” She pauses, giggling. “Only arcane,” she repeats. “You already have a damaged arcane ax.”

“That’s not how it works,” I offer my hand to Maya and she puts hers onto it. Then I teleport both of us, appearing near our house, and I continue, “It’s arcane even in its raw form. If you have, let’s say, upper rare materials like metals or stones you can, with a lot of work, create low or maybe even mid epic items.”

She pauses me there, “But I saw arcanadium, endurium, and some other metals and that’s not including the rare crystals she had, some of them were even epics..”

“Yes, that’s the difference in the purity of the material. I don’t know that much about it, but these metals are rarely found in their pure state, so they usually need to be purified. Nevan told me about a method he had to categorize the different grades of ore, but I ignored it back then.”

“So that arcane alloy can be turned into a mid or upper arcane item?”

“Probably? There is a low chance that I may even be able to make something better than arcane, but probably not. Even Champions tended to carry arcane weapons and items. If the system hasn’t been reducing the grade of these items, then it means that mid and upper arcane are usually what the new and weaker Champions would have.”

“And the system’s already been putting low tier arcane items in the tournament?” she asks unbelievingly.

“If I’m right, there is a huge difference between grades within arcane.” It makes a lot of sense, in my opinion. As the rarities will grow, the difference between low, mid, and upper will only increase.

Maya smiles out of nowhere, “When you have the funds, buy me some arcane armor or something. I’ll be your personal minion if you do. We [Focus] holders have to stick together, right?” she pokes my side.

In retaliation for her shameless declaration, I ask, “So what level is your [Focus]?”

That silences her for a moment, and she sighs, “That skill is scary to level. Anyone who makes it to the higher levels can’t be normal,” she says, repeating her favored excuse.

“But I turned out just fine,” I say, in defense of my favorite skill, and myself by extension.

She doesn’t answer, so I turn to her.

Huh? Why is she looking at me like that?

 







 

A few more hours remain until the start of the third event when I notice Biscuit returning from outside. It seems like he’s been doing that lately, going out alone to do Biscuit stuff somewhere in the common area.

At this point, I’m more worried about the people than the little corgi, but so far there have been no complaints, so we let him do whatever he wants.

Most of the group are outside, around a campfire they’ve set up. A few trees have been felled as a sacrifice, so we probably aren’t good renters, but screw the system.

They’re roasting the marshmallows I bought along with some other things, like meat from some of the higher-level animals they fought on the 5th floor. Even Brainiac and Lootenant are here, leeching off us once again. They seem to have really hit it off with our boys and can often be found hanging around. The atmosphere seems to be cheery and very noisy. Ew.

It’s at this point that Biscuit floats in through the second story window. 

Activating my eyes and crown, I observe him, wondering what he’s been up to. I do have to be careful to avoid his detection; he’s getting better at it. Biscuit moves from room to room and for a while, he even stops next to Noodle; I can sense their signatures close to each other.

The future Danger Noodle is sleeping there on the couch and Biscuit floats over him. He does something and then leaves the snake alone, entering my room before leaving after a moment.

He floats at his terribly slow speed out of the window to rejoin the others while shouting something about sustenance. I’m just happy he got bored of shouting “bitch,” I was worried it was going to be his new favorite word.

Placing an anchor, I teleport into my room and look around the place where Biscuit stopped. The sounds of people sitting around the fireplace are muffled and fade into the background, and there on top of the nightstand, I find a small piece of dried meat. It is clumsily wrapped in wrapping from the candies we’ve eaten. Biscuit must have seen how much we liked eating the cheap candy after a year in the tutorial, so he thought the jerky would taste better for us if he wrapped it.

Did he also carefully collect all the wrappers?

In quick succession, and ignoring the privacy of Min-Jae and the twins I check their rooms. In each, I find the same. A small piece of dried meat clumsily wrapped in pink wrapping.

For a moment, I imagine the little corgi using his mana tentacles to do that.

Teleporting to the living room with Noodle, I find him in his usual spot on the couch. And sitting there, in front of the little snake, is another wrapped hunk of meat and there is a blanket awkwardly thrown over his body unlike when he first went to sleep. 

Noodle isn’t sleeping anymore, and when I enter the living room, he looks at me and then at the candy wrapping and the blanket.

These two cute animals often clash, fighting for dominance. So the awkward form of affection on the part of the silly dog seems to surprise the white snake.

Noodle looks at me again with his green eyes, as if trying to understand the meaning of all of this. Why would the corgi do that?

“Figure it out on your own,” I tell him before leaving the house.

Instead of teleporting, I walk over to the campfire where the others have gathered. The fake stars are in the sky and the night air is refreshing and warm accentuated by the crackling of the fire.

I pass by Brainiac, who is once again hitting on the girls, and bend down to pick up Biscuit.

(Asshole!) the corgi shouts, surprised by my actions, moving his paws and twisting his body in an attempt to escape.

Holding him under his front legs, I straighten up my arms, Biscuit’s hind legs hanging and swinging slightly, the corgi turned towards me.

(Asshole!) he repeats in my head.

As a reward, I shake him slightly, but the doggo seems to be enjoying that.

I lean closer and touch his cold nose to mine, much to the corgi’s surprise. But he quickly gets out of it and licks me while repeatedly shouting his first and favorite word.

(Food food food!)

 







 

Only an hour remains until we get the notification for the third event. It’s still night, yet from the hill where our house is, we can see thousands of lights shining in the common area. People moving around, lights of the houses, campfires set.

Nobody here is a normal human anymore, and that applies even to the weakest among us. Even a few levels are enough to put the average person on a footing with those who’ve trained their whole lives.

We are stronger, we can move faster, and our stats make us more resilient. It’s easier to go without sleep for some time, and after the body upgrade, a lot of us require less food, water, and rest.

Even with that, only a few things would change if we returned to Earth. But it doesn’t end with this.

Some people lack the proper scope. They see people from Hell as tactical weapons of mass destruction. Weapons to be used as deterrents by their respective countries. But that’s straight up silly. 

We’re in the process of the Pairing, we will be forced to fight a whole other planet and face its natives, who are likely to be much more experienced than us and have had more time to build their forces.

We’ve just been introduced to the system, everyone in the tutorial is our First Generation. People who went through the tutorial while learning as much as possible. The goal here seems obvious now.

We’re being groomed to lead, protect, and set the order once we return to Earth. Some of us will need to serve as teachers.

Every time I think about it, I feel the excitement in my chest. The boring life I had on Earth has been left behind, replaced by something new and grand. The pursuit of power in the name of taking on opponents who want to see me dead, and the opportunity to explore the powers we’ve received.

Champions, Absolutes, and their Disciples, Rulers, and maybe something over that? The mystery of what happens after reaching level 99 in a skill. The final Beyond trial and Beyond itself. And more.

Thinking on too small a scale is straight up stupid. This won’t end with Earth.

 







 

Back in the common area, I examine the window that pops up announcing the event.

 



Please, create your avatar. You can decide the severity of your [Restriction] as well as any additional rewards.

Warning, if your avatar gets defeated, the additional rewards will be split between the challengers.

Warning, once you set a [Restriction], it can’t be changed.

 



Looking at the window, I think of the love and hate relationship I have with the system and the tutorial. From a certain point of view, it also makes sense that Savant thinks that the system is fair.

But, the system is still an asshole.

I set my avatar and look around the common area, Lily next to me has finished setting up hers as well.

Then after a minute a notification appears for the difficulties under Hell and everyone starts scrolling through their windows. Then like clockwork, a conversation starts. Slowly growing shocked calls and hundreds of people looking around, some people look almost like their eyes are bulging out of their heads.

Some of them find me, poking their friend, and like that, hundreds of pairs of eyes are looking straight at me.

The reason is obvious, a simple small window they’ve all been shown.

 

Avatar: Noname, group 4

Restriction: 3rd Floor

Additional rewards:80,000 shards

            


Chapter 357 - Pump these numbers up


                For a short moment, I bask in the gazes of the people, but when Brainiac comes rushing, screaming about where the hell I could have gotten so many shards, I teleport away.

I appreciate [Tether] more and more, the way it allows me to avoid people is amazing.

Through the [Connection] the twins set up I receive a call from Channeler, (Boss! Good job with the shards! I don’t know how you tricked the system, but that’s going to help a lot!)

(Tricked the system?)

(The amount of shards. Did you bug it out somehow? We could use it maybe or…)

(I didn’t have to. I have the shards.)

The silence that ensues is quite long, but it warms my cold heart.

Actually, can I even say that? My heart can generate a lot of heat, so maybe it’s not all that cold.

(Are you serious?) Channeler’s voice is quiet.

(Yup.)

(Are you maybe dumb?)

Okay, someone’s asking for a beating.

Before I can send a message, Channeler adds, (Do you realize what you have done?! With such a high reward, I wouldn’t be surprised if over a thousand people challenge you at once!)

(That would mean thousands of shards for one challenge, after the system’s cut. That’s not bad.)

(Noname, please… you set a 3rd Floor restriction! I know you’re strong, but your restricted Avatar can’t defeat hundreds of people from Hard difficulty!)

(It’ll be fine.)

(It won’t be fine! You’re going to lose all those shards. So many!)

(Channeler, my dude. Don’t worry, just keep to the plan and let me know when people challenge someone interesting so I can come and watch.)

(Will do,) Channeler says, sounding deflated as he does, and I end the conversation.

It’s a bit after midnight, and yet the common area is lively enough for me to take notice even from afar. A giant screen dominates the center. Well, not one. Four of them, arranged in a cube for people to watch from every direction. So far, there’s not much to be seen, and it seems like only one Avatar can be challenged at once.

That’s interesting and it adds a degree of complexity, given the 24 hour limit. Still, with 31 Avatars that leaves room for 93 challenges. Joining all of them would cost a massive amount of shards, so I don’t think anyone is going to be joining all of them. Especially if they’re from Easy difficulty, they usually have 50-100 shards at most. The fact that Channeler has 150 is a feat in and of itself.

Now that I think about it, I should probably feel bad for trying to get shards out of these people.

Nah, screw them. Anyone fighting my Avatar is after my shards, so I have no need to pity them. Plus, I can always think of it as a form of patronage, after all these shards will go a good way towards making myself stronger, which will, in the end, help the people of Earth. 

Probably. 

I still haven’t decided what to do once we get out, but I don’t think I’ll like whoever winds up attacking us in the pairing, so I’ll probably join the fight. Even if it’s only to level up and acquire some nice loot.

Pushing these thoughts away, I place a few more anchors, and teleport until I reach our house. Once there I sit on the roof and wait for Lily. We’re meeting to collaborate on a few experiments. We’ve decided not to sleep for the next 24 hours, and we shouldn’t have any problem staying up for that long. Plus, I don’t want to miss any interesting Avatar fights, so I maintain an open connection with Channeler and the others so they can continue to feed me information.

It takes a few more minutes but Lily appears on the roof with a big smile on her face, “Thanks for the warning! You were right, Savant and others were extremely fun to watch when they learned about your additional rewards.” She laughs, a memory flashing behind her eyes. “Brainiac even started calling you sugar daddy Noname and insulted us for keeping you to ourselves.”

Lily plops down on the roof next to me, a smile still on her face. Her eyes seem to glow. “Dennis said Savant looked like someone told him they pissed into his drinking water for days.”

Oh boy, maybe I should have stuck around longer.

“Tess said Gareth and Adam think you managed to bug out the system.” She stretches and lays on her back, “I haven’t laughed so much in so long! Seeing the expression on Savant’s face was priceless.”

“Screw that guy,” I note.

“Yeah, screw that guy!”

I give myself time to enjoy the image of the pissed-off Savant, and silence ensues.

Quietly after a minute, Lily breaks the silence first, her words careful, “Nat, I can fix your arm. Make it so it isn’t pale anymore.”

As she says so, I glance at my left arm which is pale no matter how many times I restore it or how much sun it gets. Lily´s left arm shares its pallor. She probably could have fixed it at any time, at least I think so. It’s obvious why she hasn’t. But her decision to make the offer has left me curious.

“Why?” I ask, turning to her and our eyes meet as she lays there.

“I…” she starts and falters, “I’ve been speaking to Tess, Sophie, and Maya a lot and I think I was wrong to push that on you.” She looks at me as if waiting for a response, but I stay quiet.

So Lily continues, still somewhat awkwardly, “It was unfair of me and I shouldn’t have tried to force myself on you that way. The girls told me they were surprised you hadn’t been more upset.”

At this point, her emotions may as well be an open book. The more time I spend with group 4, the easier it is to understand them. The same way they’ve learned to understand me. The experience is interesting.

“So I’m sorry,” Lily finally gets out, sulking over my silence and finding it increasingly difficult to speak.

But I think it’s important for her to say this in her own words. Sometimes it can help one understand their emotions better.

While she waits for my answer, I notice that even as she said so, she seems worried. This black-haired healer of ours is still scared of being abandoned. It doesn’t matter that she understands that it won’t happen or that making my arm pale hasn’t changed anything.

For her, it’s a connection she bears to me, and like the rest of us, she can’t help but be scarred inside by her past traumas.

“I see,” I say simply.

Lily nods and reaches, “Then I will fix it.”

“I see, but I refuse,” I say, pulling my left arm back, much to her surprise.

While she stares at me with her big eyes, I say simply, “I like my arm the way it is. I think it looks cool.”

That silly healer of ours looks like she is about to cry.

“You’re going to like my minion, she’s a crybaby too,” I note.

“I’m not a crybaby,” Lily says, quickly wiping her eyes.

“Something in your eyes?”

“Yes, the dust. This tournament floor is terrible.”

“It really is.”

A slightly longer silence ensues and I add, “Don’t misunderstand.”

At that, Lily only nods, “I know.”

Looking at her and remembering the way she was a year ago, I can see that she’s really changed and grown up. But who among us hasn’t? And going through all of it together has somehow brought us closer together.

Thinking about it, it was the start of the 4th Floor where I decided to give this group a chance and I still remember the conversation I had with Lily. Even then she almost cried. Crybaby indeed.

As I thought it over, I don’t think it was a bad decision, it’s not bad at all, being surrounded by this far from normal group of people. At times and with limitations, of course.

Weirdos, all of them. And poor old me having to deal with them.

Anyway, I turn to Lily, “Let’s try cutting my chest open and see what we can learn about my heart before the system heals the wound.”

 







 

We have to give up after an hour of testing and a few lame jokes about Lily being close to my heart or holding my heart in her hand.

Not because of jokes but because of the healing of this floor. No matter how hard we try to slow it or keep the wound open by stopping it from closing, it always heals after a few seconds.

According to the severity of the damage, it can be nearly instant or slower when the wound isn’t severe. Me or Lily causing it doesn’t change anything, the healing is the same in both cases.

Well, it’s not like I didn’t expect that. This healing aura is also the reason why Active Tempering won’t work here. For it to work, my body needs to be infused with a special frequency of mana and get damaged. Any sort of healing prevents Active Tempering from doing its work.

It’s almost like working out. You need to lift enough weight, enough times to damage your muscles. Then, while you sleep or rest, the damaged parts heal and become stronger provided they have the nutrients to do so. Well, it’s not exactly that, but it’s similar to Active Tempering.

So, cutting my chest open, I was able to see my heart for the first time. A beating Mana Heart, slightly modified to serve as a medium to generate thermal and kinetic energy in exchange for mana.

The heart was surprisingly normal. It didn’t glow. There was no change in appearance.

Sure, there was some mana radiation as if the chest cavity were acting like shielding, and each beat of the heart creates mana, but that’s probably all that’s different. Other than the inscriptions surrounding it from my constructs, it was almost normal if you can call it that.

At least it allowed me to gain a bit of knowledge I can use in the future when I try to upgrade it again.

(Noname, they’re challenging your Avatar!) says a message from Channeler.

How interesting. Was it the additional rewards and severe restriction? Or do I have the rumors to thank?

“Somebody’s challenging my Avatar, wanna watch?” I ask Lily, who’s returned to studying the Champion’s bone.

Hearing me, she quickly puts it away, “Yes!”

I offer her my hand, and after a bit of hesitation, she takes it in hers, and I teleport us away. Like most of the people from Hell difficulty, Lily is more than capable of enduring the process with her enhanced body and mind well adapted to powerful skills.

Appearing to the side, we move even a bit closer.

(Your Avatar is the first to be challenged,) Sophie sends through the web with the aid of the twins’ connection.

She has chosen to sit with some of the other members of group 4 and Hell difficulty taking up benches around the central plaza of the common area. Some of them have occupied the terraces with drinks and food close at hand. It’s all being treated like an event to be enjoyed.

(I would expect them to test it out on someone else, no matter how much we tried to make me look weaker,) I reply.

(Eighty thousand shards is a lot, Nat,) Lily says, joining the conversation. (A lot,) she repeats.

(Lily’s right. Plus, it’s not that expensive for Hard difficulty, so even if they die, it’s worth trying once.)

(So how many of them are going in?) I ask.

(They’ve gotten greedy, so only twenty members from Hard difficulty. The group is being led by Samuel of all people, would you believe that.) I can hear Sophie smile through the link. (He threw his weight around and tried to limit the number of people who could enter.)

(How does it work exactly?)

(One person challenges the Avatar and a countdown starts. The countdown is 15 minutes, and within that time, anyone can join the challenge, and then they enter together. At first, there was only Samuel and his handpicked group, but the more time passed, the more people joined. You should have something in your notifications. It’s as much our event as it is theirs.)

(You’re right,) I reply while checking the window.

 



Challenge 1/3 - 9 minutes remaining until the start

Number of challengers:

Easy - 10

Normal - 26

Hard - 33

Collected challenge fees: 1300

 



We’re going to need to pump these numbers up.

            


Chapter 358 - This one is for you


                It really looks like a fun event. Seeing so many people all around, some of them sitting on the grass in groups like they’re on a picnic, others occupy the benches surrounding the plaza, while still more watch from the terraces of their houses.

The four screens are more than big enough to see what’s happening from that distance.

It’s just after midnight, and yet I don’t think many people are sleeping, not with all the excitement over the event. It’s an opportunity to compare themselves against others in the same situation. To group up and challenge them together without needing to worry about dying.

Maybe they can win and stomp in the face of some person from Hell difficulty that managed to annoy them. Maybe they can earn enough shards to buy a higher grade passive.

I can totally understand that.

(What have people been saying?) I ask through the link.

This time Dennis answers, (They are excited and worried. I don’t think many people intend to challenge you, and Channeler and his harem are being careful, I think they’re saving most of their persuasive efforts until the third challenge.)

His brother follows, (They also know the challenges will be there later so they don’t mind watching others try it first before wasting their shards.)

(Are they not worried about some early bird beating my Avatar?)

(Not that much,) Sophie notes. (Isabella checked the emotions around and most people are still scared of you, even with everything we tried. But the fear of missing out will probably kick in by the third attempt, and with a bit of help from our side, a lot of people will try.)

(You might lose! What level were you at the end of the third floor?) Aaron asks.

(Around 120, I think.)

(What? Are you serious?)

(Yes.)

(What the fuck.)

(Yes, what the fuck!) Dennis follows it. (There are people from Hell on the 5th floor who’ve barely reached 150, and you were 120 during the third floor?)

(Did you think I lost all those limbs just for the fun of it?)

(Do I have to answer?)

Little twerp, just wait.

(Anyway, I can’t imagine my avatar losing, even if they have a few hundred people challenging me,) I say.

(But there are 231 people here from Hard difficulty, your avatar might not be able to face them all. They don’t have a [Restriction] and some of them are decent,) Sophie notes.

(It will be fine.)

(If you say so…)

With about Five minutes until the start of the challenge, the screens flicker before lighting up. A forest appears on the screen, pocked with a multitude of big clearings. The trees of the forest seem to be fairly normal in size, with vibrant green leaves, all the same variety of oak.

It’s a bright day with few clouds in the sky.

My Avatar finally appears in the shot, standing in one of the clearings, unmoving, devoid of expression, though it feels different from my usual self. As if there were no glimmer of life behind his eyes.

The most interesting part about him is the colors. He looks as if he’s been drained of all vibrance. His skin, clothes, and hair look grayish. Only his glassy eyes retain their color.

So, third-floor.

Back then, I still didn’t have my subclass and I didn’t have my skill upgrades removed. I only had the Mana Circuit trait and my mana stat was around 400, and then doubled by my attribute upgrade. There was no [Regalia] or [Mana Domain] or [Infusion]. 

If I remember correctly, I had [Focus], [Mana Manipulation], [Perception], [Redistribution], [Armament], [Mana Surge], [Mana Infusion], and [Resonance].

As for my constructs, all I had were my Kinetic Mana Heart, Reinforcement, and Mantle. And most importantly, no epic passives.

It’s interesting, I’m fairly certain there won’t be anyone in Hard difficulty at that level. There is something I think will happen after reading the rules of this event and if all goes as planned, I have no need to worry at all.

Three minutes remain and too many people start moving around, so I offer Lily my hand and place an anchor, before teleporting us onto the roof of a nearby house.

More lights appear around the common area. Some from skills, some from items, even some normal lights powered by batteries. Though we’ve been here for a few days, it still feels weird seeing the latter here in the tournament.

The chatter is playful and groups of people are fixing their clothes, doing stretches, and preparing weapons. Some are even seemingly planning formations.

On the screen my Avatar stands in place, unmoving.

When just a few seconds remain, I end my conversation with Lily. We can work out the process of giving me a second heart later.

I check the notification.

 

Challenge 1/3 - 5 seconds remaining

Number of challengers:

Easy - 31

Normal - 41

Hard - 80

Collected entrance fees: 2,965 shards

 

That’s a lot more than I expected for the first challenge. Not like I’ll complain. Their entrance fees will be mine and they will get a lesson in greed for going after my shards.

No lesson for me, but that’s fine after all I’ve been put through by the system and past Nat, screw that weirdo.

All of the challengers disappear as the event starts and the common area grows quiet, people starting to whisper as all eyes turn to the screens.

The moment they enter, my Avatar uses his kinetic energy and lifts himself high into the air. I know he is using [Perception] to judge the danger.

Afterward, he returns to the ground, finding no reason to waste mana on flying. He moves with calm determination, emotionless with a single objective in mind.

On the other side, the group of just over 150 people quickly splits into multiple smaller groups and starts using their detection skills.

I find myself unable to take my eyes off the screen and continue to watch.

Back on Earth, I was never a fan of sports like football or hockey. I didn’t find it interesting and didn’t understand what brought so much joy and frustration to so many people. Yet, right now, I feel like I might understand, if only partially.

Watching my Avatar walk under the trees while knowing they’ve found and surrounded him excites me even though I’m not the one fighting. It has nothing to do with the shards at stake. Just being around so many people and seeing the challengers at the ready allows me to take in some of their emotions and excitement.

As they are about to surround him fully, my Avatar sets the forest on fire. A burst of thermal energy explodes outwards with him at the center, burning dark yellow.

The challengers, knowing what he is trying to do, have groups dedicated to jamming any method of scanning they think he might have and push themselves to rush him all the quicker.

Like a flamethrower, my Avatar pours flames on his surroundings as he moves through the field.

When the first person attacks, my Avatar doesn’t hesitate at all, launching an orb through the head of a challenger from Normal difficulty who appears outside. The challenger curses but quickly joins a group of his friends in the common area who laugh shortly and turn to the screen.

In quick succession, ten more challengers, all from Normal and Easy difficulty, appear. Lashing out with grape-sized orbs, my Avatar spins around himself while setting the forest on fire. The heat doesn’t touch him at all, on the contrary, I know it only serves to fuel his flames.

“Pyromaniac,” Lily whispers nearby.

“Back then I really liked my thermal energy,” I note.

When I think about it, back then I also liked making use of the upgraded form of [Redistribution], Symbiotic Transference, to use kinetic and thermal energy to strengthen my body. And that’s without throwing in the stuff from [Armament], my experiments with disrupting mana, and some early testing with the thermal orbs.

Damn, I’ve grown quite a bit. The third floor Weirdthaniel was quite scary, experimenting with his heart, but in comparison to me now, he feels so weak.

But even that seems to be enough to trouble the challengers. My Avatar is picking them off one after another, the flames growing bigger and hotter, a huge patch of the forest has been set ablaze, and that seems to cause trouble for anyone caught without good perception skills and those found lacking in their physical stats.

Once in a while, my Avatar absorbs heat from the flames, turning them into speed and strength, brutally smashing the heads of his challengers with a mace-like weapon of his own creation.

As the system said, my Avatar’s single objective is to defeat opponents as effectively as possible, so he does just that.

When a group of 10 Hard difficulty challengers find and attack him, he ignores their attempts at slowing him down and disrupting his mana. The Mantle takes care of that easily.

Flames close to him weaken and disappear and he moves at a much higher speed. The mace in his hand turns into a sword, the blade resonating and cutting through any barriers they make. It doesn’t matter if it was made from mana, stone, or wood.

Their skills fail to damage the Avatar as he disrupts them or blocks them with armor made of mana. Even now, he’s not going full out, he’s saving most of his mana, while he steamrolls through the attacking group.

Ten Hard difficulty challengers appear outside.

They launch their strike at range, bombarding him with attacks, but they’re either too slow or too inaccurate with all the smoke, then my Avatar rushes them. The flames in the forest die off as he passes by, his speed increasing further, as he pushes himself to the limit with kinetic energy.

He disrupts the barriers they try to stack, his flames rushing ahead. He concentrates them more and a laser-like stream moves through the battlefield, cutting multiple people apart.

Someone attacks him up close only for my Avatar to sling orbs he’s been spinning around himself at the attacker. A few of them get blocked, but the skin of the attacker is unable to endure more, and he soon succumbs to the barrage.

The following fight doesn’t take that long, and my Avatar hunts down the remaining challengers, without once going full out, nor examining opponents’ skills, or trying anything fancy. 

Just like a machine, he mows through them, and then the last one appears outside. 

The screen flickers, settling on one last shot of my gray Avatar standing in the burning forest before the screen turns off.

Channeler and some of his group were inside, also challengers, and now they move around, laughing and waving their hands, downplaying what my Avatar did.

They do it carefully, and I feel a bit of admiration. I think after a minute of that I would be drained of my social energy. Hmm, maybe there is a primordial version of it?

(I keep forgetting how scary you can be,) Dennis notes.

(You dumbass, he just nuked an army of monsters during the second event, how can you forget,) his brother replies for me.

(But look at him. You can’t feel any mana coming from him and other than looking around like a cat, he seems like a grumpy grandpa rather than a walking bomb. Then he does all this weird shit like the thing with Tent Creep. The more you know him, the more he feels like a very very grumpy grandpa who has trouble showing his emotions. That, or a cat.)

(Dennis,) I call.

(You fucked up, you dumbass,) Aaron immediately pokes.

(Yes?) Dennis asks carefully.

(This one’s for you, little jerk. Sophie?)

(Don’t you pull me into this, Nat. I’m not interested in childish…)

(A few days ago, Dennis said you have a smaller ass than Maya, but that he would let you squish his head in your thighs or something like that. I listened with only half an ear because I was practicing.)

Someone tries to destroy the connection with a very strong hint of panic. Over and over again, attempts are made to disconnect, but Sophie pushes them away, keeping the web and her connection to it alive.

I continue, (He also said group 4 girls have disappointingly small chests with the exception of Maya and maybe Tess.)

The attempts increase.

(Oh, he did?) Sophie’s voice is cold.

(Yes.)

After that, the connection cuts off, the web having been silenced by its creator.

When I look to the side, Lily is staring at me with big eyes, “You are evil.”

“I didn’t lie. They often sit around in the living room with Brainiac and Lootenant and forget that I’m there training. So I tend to catch a thing or two. You would be surprised to hear the things I’ve heard.”

Then I check the rewards.

 

Congratulations, your avatar was victorious in the 1st challenge! You have received 2,668 shards. The final reward will be delivered at the end of the 3rd event!

 

Not bad. Is this what they call passive income?

            


Chapter 359 - Hypothetically


                Over the next few hours, there are three more challenges.

One of them is against little Isabella. A group of people from all three difficulties, around 60 people in total, most of them from Hard.

They enter expecting an easy win against the kid but get welcomed by unrestricted Isabella.

Within seconds, blue flames devour them all, burning through their barriers, and heating up the environment enough that some people die from that alone.

The girl easily dodges their attacks. Her Avatar predicts who will attack and when by tracking their emotions through [Empathy].

To be honest, it’s not even close, and Isabella cheers for her own Avatar the entire time. There is no shame to be found and when the challengers get out one after another she makes fun of them.

That’s something I can get behind, it’s entertaining to watch all these adult men and women avoiding her gaze. They can’t even say anything back, just her Avatar was enough to show them a clear difference in their power levels.

The next challenge is against the lightning man from Gareth’s group. I think his name was Ghast. A group that attacks him does so because one of their members is capable of redirecting lightning with some sort of metal manipulation, using it to create lightning rods.

Obviously, that group doesn’t fare much better.

In the end, the effort appears to have been a playful lark by a group of curious people willing to spend some shards on a challenge. Even though they lost, they seem to be satisfied and often laugh.

For their last challenge, they’ve decided to take on someone from BenDover’s group, only to lose once again.

Then they stop, leaving a few people behind in case there is a challenge so they can inform their groups, and the remainder slowly goes to sleep.

Before leaving, I take a moment to listen in on Channeler and his group. The uselessly handsome man is aware that a few people have already connected him with Group 4 so he lets his friends talk most of the time, only joining the conversation when necessary.

“Strong?!” he laughs pretentiously while talking to someone from Easy. “He clearly abused the fact there was a forest and burned it down around us. Had we been fighting on an empty plain, we would have probably won. He probably has some kind of passive or trait that makes him stronger around the fire,” he postulates.

The woman from Easy difficulty says something and he smiles at her sweetly.

“Of course, I’m helping group 4, they’re paying me.” He leans closer and whispers, “Most of them have no idea how much shards are worth so they tend to be ridiculously generous. Noname is also less than… bright, so I got a lot from him.”

Dude. I know you’re just trying to help, but you didn’t have to go quite that far.

Another man shoves Channeler and throws a few insults at me while he’s at it, catching one of Channeler’s helpers in the crossfire.

Channeler just nods in response, saying, “We just need better terrain, maybe a few more people and it should be doable.”

The conversation quiets down and they disappear into the distance.

Lily and I move to the side, to join Tess, the twins, and Sophie.

I feel my cold heart warm inside when I see how awkward Dennis is around Sophie and Tess, unable to look up. His brother seems to be enjoying the situation as well, but he doesn’t dare to push it for fear of retaliation. I know he said some interesting stuff himself, back when they were showing off for Brainiac and Lootenant.

“Do you think anyone will really fall for it?” Lily asks when we join them.

Tess answers for me, “People aren’t that dumb, Lily. Some of them might, but the rest will likely be acting on their greed. Nat offered a LOT of shards as additional rewards so it’s worth the gamble even if the chance of winning is low.”

“But Nat and Channeler spent so much time preparing, he’s even paying them in items. Is it all for nothing?” Lily asks, looking up at Tess and I.

Knowing me, the lightning blonde smiles, “That’s just how Nathaniel has fun. He just likes messing with people.”

I mean, she is not wrong. It’s annoying, but there is a lot of humor in watching others make sad attempts at trash talk. Even though I don’t expect it to do much, it’s worth it just from an amusement perspective.

“You’re weird,” Lily notes and I shrug, copying Tacita. Unfortunately, it doesn’t quite have the same effect.

Walking under the dark sky lit by stars, the sound of conversation fades away, and we find ourselves at our house, with only the six of us for company.

“How do you know that maniac so well, Tess?” Sophie asks and yawns. She seems bored, but I’ve noticed the way she enjoys gossip.

“We used to date on Earth,” Tess says, carelessly dropping a bombshell of a revelation.

That gets any number of interesting expressions from others. Especially the twins and Lily. 

Seeing that, Tess smiles, “We were both really young. He was my first boyfriend.” 

I stay quiet.

“Then after a few weeks, he tried to use me as an alibi.” Tess stretches, a slight smile still on her face. “Back then, it really broke my heart. Did that handsome bad boy date me just so he could use me later? Did he even care about me?”

The others are stunned into silence, and we continue to walk in awkward silence.

“Now that I think about it, you never apologized, did you, Nat?” Tess asks.

“I did not,” I agree.

“Fuck, that’s brutal.” Sophie breathes out finally.

“Right?” Tess turns to her. “Poor innocent me betrayed by the first boy she ever liked.”

“You said alibi, what happened?” Lily asks quietly.

“That’s not something for me to say,” Tess says clearly, and a few of them turn to me.

For a moment, I have an inkling of an urge to say something. To explain what happened and share it with the others. I almost open my mouth to say it, but in the end, I stay quiet. When my eyes meet Tess’s, she returns my gaze calmly. 

I know what she is trying to do, and she isn’t even trying to hide it.

Still, in the end, I stay quiet.

 







 

A few hours later, I’m finally done crafting the items for Channeler and his group. Even though they aren’t helping much, I don’t mind. I honestly think of it as an investment, Channeler recommended them and that’s enough for me to think that they might be useful in the future.

Biscuit, who’s been lying on the table, and watching me the entire time, stretches, reaching out his tongue, which I grab and give a tug.

I totally deserve the look he gives me, but I don’t mind. When I let go of his tongue, he continues to stretch.

I boop his nose and show him the last item I made. Biscuit sniffs it and loses interest because it’s not food.

“One day I might make you some equipment as well.”

(Food?)

“Not food.”

(Asshole.)

“Am not.”

(Friend.)

“Don’t try to blackmail me!”

(Food!)

“You just ate!”

(Food, food!)

“You’ll get fat.”

(Sustenance.)

“You won’t die from not eating for a few hours.”

(Asshole.)

“I’m not letting you die of hunger. How can you say that!”

(Sustenance.)

“For fuck’s sake, okay. Maya’s in the house, she knows where I’m hiding the deer jerky.”

(Food!)

“Just go, damn it.”

When Biscuit floats away like a burrito-shaped blimp, I sigh. I miss my minion; she listened to me most of the time. Meanwhile, dealing with Biscuit is like dealing with a kid. A terrifying kid who can create mana bombs.

It’s not my fault.

“You’ve been feeling weird for the past few hours,” Isabella notes from her corner as she continues trying to melt the metal I’ve been giving her. She seems to be really enjoying it.

I run a quick check, just in case, but she isn’t connected to me with her skill, nor is she reading my emotions.

The little girl smiles, her green eyes shining, “I’m getting better at my skill. I can feel a little even without connecting to you.”

That’s a scary thought. I will have to come up with ways to counter it.

“Are you okay?” She jumps my way a few times, bouncing on her short legs. “I’ll be happy to listen. I promise not to tell anyone, not even my dumb sister Soph!”

“It’s fine,” I wave it off.

She hugs me shortly, “If you say so. But please be careful with that skill. Don’t overuse it.”

As if, [Focus] is too good to let it waste away on the sidelines.

“You’ve already told me that, more than once,” I note and push her away.

“And I’ll keep saying it because you do not listen. Any more and you’ll be dumber than Soph! At least she listens to me sometimes.”

“So anyone who doesn’t listen to you is dumb?”

She looks at me, somewhat disappointed, “Dumb people are dumb, not just the ones who don’t listen to me,” she says as if it’s obvious.

I see, makes sense.

No, it does not. I do not understand how kids work.

“Do you enjoy melting stuff?” I ask.

“I’m not melting stuff! I’m practicing smelting!”

“I see.”

“Don’t laugh!”

“I’m not laughing.”

She kicks my shin in response, dealing no damage, “I can feel your emotions.”

“Yes, yes.” I pause for a while. “I wanted to ask you something.”

Isabella’s face turns serious and she sits in the chair nearby, her full attention on me. It’s quite funny seeing the serious expression she is trying to make.

What I want to ask her is a bit silly and may be the result of my own cowardice. I could also ask someone else, but there aren’t many people I feel comfortable enough around to ask for advice.

So yeah, better to ask an 11-year-old girl, right?

Maybe I really am dumb.

“So, I did something bad to someone I know. It was a long time ago, but lately, around a year ago, I met that person again. Oh, it’s all hypothetical. So let’s say, hypothetically I met that person after a few years, just a year ago, hypothetically.”

Isabella just nods and waits.

“So how… what should… I…”

“Just apologize,” Isabella interrupts me.

“It’s not that simple.”

She shakes her head like she’s dealing with an idiot, “It’s simple!”

“There is no way it is that easy. She probably hates me for it even if she’s not showing it. Hypothetically, of course. Betrayal is one of the worst sins you can commit, especially when someone trusts you and never wished you any ill.”

“Just apologize.”

“I mean, betrayal like that is beyond pathetic. Sure there might have been a reason and it was always part of my plan long before I ever met her, but who would have known that person would prove to be so important to me.”

“Apologize!”

“Back then it wasn’t even something I would have thought about, but in the past year, still hypothetically, a lot of things changed. So how to say it? It feels right to do something about it?”

“Dumbthaniel.”

“I’ve decided to make some changes and set rules for myself, to avoid being a savage. I know now that what I did isn’t something I can abide by. Not long ago I threatened to kill someone if they did the same.”

Isabella stands up and starts kicking my shin and I strengthen my body further.

“I even said it in front of her. Damn, do you think she smiled because she remembered what I did? Did she get pissed off because I did something to her, that I had just said I would kill her for? Is that why she mentioned it in front of others? Oh, and don’t misunderstand, Izzy, it’s all still…”

“Still hypothetical!” She kicks me, blue flames creating a small explosion at the place of impact.

“Yes, still hypothetical.” I pause and then look down at Izzy who, at this point looks like an angry kitten.

She isn’t an ESM, but she’ll do.

I cradle her in my arms, putting her in a similar position to the one my minion likes. Ear against my chest and her tiny horns poking the bottom of my chin.

Isabella struggles, trying to get away, but in the end, it’s not quite right, and I let her go.

“Thanks for the help, Izzy,” I tell her, ruffling her hair.

She pushes my hand away and while I head out she shouts something about all the dumbasses she has to deal with.

            


Chapter 360 - Challenging the Avatars


                Sitting on the roof, as I observe the group of poor guys who thought it was a good idea to challenge Lily’s avatar.

Lily decided to go with a mere 4th floor restriction, and it’s fun to watch as she tears through men who are probably thrice her weight and twice her size. She takes them on in a style similar to the one she used to fight the Fallen Hero.

Her Avatar is using its [Sacrifice] to boost its movements and it doesn’t bother wasting any mana on [Disintegration]. The sheer strength of its body is enough to allow it to go berserk.

The event is fun for us and an interesting learning opportunity for those from other difficulties. For them, there’s a difference between seeing people from Hell doing all these things and then having to face them.

Sure, they got a taste during the 1st event, but they still thought they might stand a chance in a group only to fail regardless.

Each Avatar can be challenged 3 times, and 1st and 2nd challenges are mostly limited to smaller groups, hoping to get a better reward.

No one from Hell difficulty interferes, and the remaining attempts are slowly getting more organized, and bigger groups are being put together, a lot of planning and information sharing is going on. Samuel, being the annoying guy he is, is behind most of it, and he even has a few more guys to help him.

In the end, it seems like the first 2 challenges are to test the Avatar, and they are saving the last ones for their real attempts.

Tess’ Avatar is challenged as well, and the group gets wiped out before they even reach her.

Gareth is attacked by dozens of people and still takes no damage.

Even Min-Jae, the twins, Brainiac, Lootenant, Adam, Maya, and others take easy wins against the smaller groups.

The restrictions are mostly around the fourth floor, Tacita also being fourth. But there is that one annoying guy who’s restricted himself to the 3rd floor as well. 

Savant.

His Avatar has five epic items and 20 thousand shards offered as additional rewards, and other than my Avatar, his seems to be the most frequently eyed one.

My Avatar still got challenged only once, and his Avatar not even once. Channeler told me that there are a few dozen people going all over the common area, trying to look for anyone who’s faced me, in an effort to gather information on my abilities.

It’s entertaining to watch. They’re taking it much more seriously than I thought they would, and a big part of it probably has something to do with Samuel.

Seeing how effective he is, I guess it makes sense that Gareth’s been keeping him around and to a certain point, Tess as well. He seems like a useful guy.

What’s also fun is that the murderer guy from Easy difficulty is also accepting some challenges and entering the arenas to face the Avatars.

After each attempt, they take him away, tie him up, and put the null collar back on his neck. Yet the guy seems to have a decent amount of shards and accepts nearly every challenge, joining with all challengers.

Seeing others having to keep grabbing him because the system is teleporting him away is amusing enough.

I also watch as he generally tries to take advantage of his stealth in an attempt to damage the Avatars with his poison-like attacks.

The guy clearly thinks a lot of himself and sometimes he gets into clashes with other people; in one situation, he even attacks and kills one careless guy from Hard difficulty and multiple people from Normal.

It’s like he’s doing it on purpose just to make fun of us. Especially when in the challenge against BenDover’s Avatar he just attacks the other challengers immediately, standing there and smiling while they scream in pain from his poisonous attacks.

He gets outside and it’s Tess who pacifies him, grabbing him by his neck and pulling him away like a dog while he tries to attack her.

Then, when thirty minutes later another challenge starts, he accepts it again and this time attacks other challengers right away.

While others expected that, some people seem to have a lot of trouble dealing with his poisonous mist, not to mention how quick and hard to catch he is. Even though he’s from Easy difficulty, he has to have some degree of skill to have made it to the 11th floor, so there must have been some decent rewards.

Samuel, the killjoy, takes him out with a swing of his giant sword and the murderer appears outside, laughing as Gareth approaches him with a dark expression.

“The system does allow some changes, I can probably make his heart stronger. The system might even consider it beneficial. But it will continue to get stronger and stronger and once he’s out of the tournament, it will explode in a week or two,” Lily says with a surprisingly angry tone.

“We can give it a try,” Sophie nods.

She, Min-Jae, and Biscuit are sitting on the roof with Lilly and I as we watch the event.

“I could give him a [Geas] that would suppress his survival instincts. Or if the system allows it, I can ensure that he decides to end it on his own. Sophie offers” 

Only Min-Jae seems to have any doubts regarding the topic of our conversation. “Is he really that bad?” he asks carefully.

“Imagine the worst you can and then double it. That’s what that man is. I saw hints of his memories when we were looking into whether or not he really killed all those men, women, and children. He’s the lowest of the low.” Even Sophie, who usually only cares about her sister, seems determined to end him over what she saw.

I, on the other hand, watch a group of 100 people face down Biscuit.

Some of the Easy and Normal difficulties still remember him tearing them apart during the 1st event so they are careful. However, Biscuit has no restriction, and even his grayed-out version looks cute. It even moves like the original, slowly wobbling on its short legs.

Avatar Biscuit doesn’t really hesitate much, and it creates two purple orbs which turn bright white, before shooting off towards a group that gets in his way.

Their attempt is good, and it even seems like they might be able to pull it off, but that’s when tentacles form around Biscuit, extending to the length of a football field. They whip through the air in a blur of motion, cutting cleanly through a huge patch of trees.

When the tentacles crash into the group’s barriers, they either slice through without resistance, or shatter them with sheer force, and concentrated fire.

Biscuit also uses a mental attack to scream directly into their heads, as it turns out most of the challengers aren’t quite skilled enough to block it out.

The orbs explode, wiping out half of the group. A few mana projectiles snipe the injured members and tentacles finish off the rest.

“Good boy,” I say, looking over at Biscuit and handing him a piece of deer jerky.

He tilts his head, slightly confused before he quickly noms the offered treat. The defeated challengers meanwhile group together once they’re outside and start trading notes.

“Nat,” Min-Jae says, interrupting my musings, so I return my focus to the conversation they’ve been having.

“Yes?”

“Should we really kill him?” he asks carefully. 

Even though he’s well on the way to becoming a bully himself, killing a real human still seems to disturb him deeply. It’s not hard to understand why. That’s how normal people should act. It’s just some of us who are a bit twisted.

“I don’t care,” I stretch and yawn.

Even though the guy seems super annoying, it’s interesting to watch others struggle to figure out what to do with him. In the past few hours, I also have to wonder if I’m only helping Tess and doing the things she asks of me just because she’s the leader of the group and picks up my slack. Or is it because I’m trying to atone?

Every day I learn a bit more about myself, and I wonder if it’s the same for others. Am I just so dumb that I’m forced to slowly discover these things, or is this their normal as well?

Well, it doesn’t really matter all that much. I already know what I intend to do. It’s useless to hesitate any longer, and it just doesn’t fit me. I just need to find the right time.

As for the murderer from Easy difficulty, I haven’t even bothered to remember his name. He’s just a small fry and he’ll be dead soon. There is only one interesting thing that came out of this.

If he reaches the highest floor of the tutorial and clears it, will he get teleported to Earth?

Until now, we’ve been running with the theory that everyone will return at the same time and we’ll probably continue to think that. If he could return after clearing, then there’s probably going to be people from the first round on Earth by the time anyone from the 5th round makes it out. 

Oh, or it could be that by the time we got in no one from the first round had even gotten close to clearing the tutorial. If our theory is right then the 1st round started 4 weeks before ours so they wouldn’t have had a chance. 

“They’re challenging Savant,” Lily points out at the same time I notice it. Savant’s Avatar appears on the screen, in the same area as the other Avatars. The same forest and a 15-minute countdown starts during which anyone can join.

It’s the 1st out of three challenges, so not many people from lower difficulties bother to join. Savant being the winner of the 1st event and with his selection of rewards, around 100 people from Hard join in.

“Would be funny if they killed him,” Min-Jae notes with a smirk, “just imagine.”

I’m glad group 4 seems to have the same distaste for the guy as me. Well, it’s not so much that I dislike him, he just annoys me and I think it would be fun to see him struggle. Otherwise, I would say my relationship with him is neutral.

But I do not think they will be able to challenge him. He cleared the 3rd Floor alone. He dealt with the Last King and his warriors and then put the Saint to final rest. A bunch of people from Hard difficulty won’t be enough.

When the challenge starts, it is as I thought. Savant’s Avatar uses his domain, even though it’s not as strong as it was in the 1st event it is still capable of quickly killing the weaker challengers with the mana radiation alone.

The domain doesn’t use a lot of mana as I don’t think he invested that much in that stat. Yet it’s still capable of doing so. It’s something I’ll have to look into. There might be something I can use to improve on my own domain.

Savant even manages to extend his domain across a huge area. After all the weaker challengers die off he starts shrinking it and targeting Hard difficulty, they finally locate him, destroying the tree he’s been standing on.

That’s when he shows off that weird skill of his. He absorbs fire attacks, mana projectiles, ice cones, water blasts. It doesn’t even seem to cause him that much trouble.

Smoothly and with an emotionless expression, the Avatar uses that single skill for defense and offense, turning their own skills against themselves. 

He’s meticulous when he does too, finding weaknesses and using the right attacks against people who are either incapable of defending or those who find it draining to do so.

As for close-range combat, even third-floor Savant is quicker than any of them. He uses bursts of mana with perfect timing and amazing efficiency to boost his movements only when he needs to.

He deprives them of their weapons, using them in brutal melee attacks and as throwing weapons. He runs away, repositioning, and using his domain before continuing to absorb their attacks and fight.

And none of this even seems difficult to him; the Avatar is clearly not going all out.

When I turn to the side, I notice Min-Jae’s clenched fist. The boy must know it the same as I do. Even on the third floor, Savant would have been able to defeat him if Min-Jae got careless. 

It’s not just stats or levels. Currently, Min-Jae is higher level than Savant was on the 3rd Floor; his main skills are higher leveled too, along with his passives. Yet, it’s clear to see in the way Savant fights. The same as it is for Tess or Tacita; Savant is clearly a cut above the normal Hell difficulty enjoyer.

Well, the duels will be interesting, that is for sure.

Losing to Savant’s Avatar, the challengers crash out. Then, an hour later, they challenge my Avatar again.

At this point, plenty of them know that I’m watching the event from our roof with some of the other members of group 4, so some of them glance towards me as they wait to enter.

In the end, the group is bigger than the first one. just over 120 people from Hard difficulty, which is more than half of them, and there are plenty from Normal and Easy difficulty as well.

My Avatar waits for them once the countdown finishes and all of them make it inside. Just like before, my Avatar flies up, counting the number of opponents he has to face. And as before, he fights the same. This version of my Avatar also starts setting the forest on fire.

This time they’ve come prepared, a few groups peel off to fight the fire. Either by trying to put it out, weaken it, or cut off its access to fuel.

It is somewhat effective, severely reducing the number of trees that burst into flame.

If it were me, I would probably destroy the forest just to get rid of everything the Avatar is trying to set fire to. But they don’t have the mana to spare.

A group of sneakier people attacks while two groups attempt to distract the clone and two more try to defend against the flames.

Unsurprisingly, my Avatar sees through the various sneaky bullshit skills. My hatred for invisible enemies and anything with ‘phantom’ in the name shines through brightly and I start liking the Avatar as he mercilessly murders the wannabe sneaks.

Good job, king! Go and get them!

“Fuck, he tore his head off.”

“He killed him with his own leg.”

Even some of my fellow members of group 4 seem to be appreciating the show.

As they push him further, my Avatar absorbs the heat from all the flames he can reach, creating a fire orb that floats beside him, and he keeps feeding it more thermal energy as his heart beats strongly.

He only uses that energy as he needs it, to strengthen his form. Blades oscillate, as they cut through armor and barriers alike, and [Armament] absorbs a lot of the incoming damage.

When someone tries to use sleeping gas, a poison attack, or blind my Avatar, he simply creates a helmet without a visor, relying solely on [Perception] to bolster his awareness.

Then, the Avatar detonates the flame orb.

The challengers were expecting him to shoot it at them, having been warned by the more mana-sensitive among them, who surely know the amount amount of energy contained within. They are constantly aware of that and being unable to cancel it they’ve prepared for the Avatar to shoot it at them.

But nope, the Avatar detonates it right next to his own head after charging into the biggest of the surviving groups.

The flames wash over the forest, setting it ablaze, reducing the forest to ash and baking the ground. There is a hint of gold in these flames and no one is capable of stopping them as they devour most of the group.

Then from the center of the explosion, my Avatar steps out. The helmet around his face is destroyed and half of his face is burned terribly, bone showing through.

All the flames die off, pulled towards him, as he ignores the wounds. Then he attacks again.

The rest of the challengers die in a minute.

Just over five thousand shards flood into my account. Of course, that’s only after the system takes its ten percent cut. 

Anyway, Avatarthaniel did a good job once again.

“Who do you think would win? 3rd Floor me or Savi guy?” I ask.

“Neither of your Avatars went all out, so it’s hard to say,” Sophie states while observing the group that, straight out of the lost challenge, starts brainstorming.

“I would win,” I say confidently.

“Famous last words,” Sophie pokes. “I’m more curious how they will challenge you in the final attempt. Channeler said they plan to go against you with probably over a thousand challengers, even people from Easy are willing to gamble 5 shards to do so. The thought of you losing almost an arcane item’s worth of shards is as painful as it’s funny.”

“It’ll be fine,” I say, waving my hand.

 







 

The challenges continue to the point where a lot of people from Hell get challenged twice with the last challenge remaining.

I also realize that within 24 hours, they do not have time to challenge every Avatar three times. Since only one Avatar can be challenged at once, and there is a 15-minute waiting period followed by the time spent facing the Avatar. So they are a bit more selective. 

Every Avatar gets challenged at least once, but some of them do not get challenged a second time.

Tacita is a menace, killing the group that challenges her with such efficiency they wind up more scared of her than anyone else, Biscuit included.

Isabella gets called a crazy kid.

Even after challenging her a second time, they don’t even find Tess as she snipes them from afar.

Gareth endures combined attacks from dozens of members of Hard difficulty. His damage output isn’t all that high, but just by having a stronger body than them, he slowly takes them down, in the end, he’s not even tired and he hasn’t a single wound on his body.

The twins and Min-Jae do well, winning the first two challenges. The twins use [Sensory Deception], causing their challengers to attack each other and moving at high speeds with their [Haste]. They also launch a number of mental attacks that seem to disrupt most of the casting of their opponents.

Min-Jae uses [Gravity Well] and [Telekinesis] mainly. Small stones turning into bullets, easily killing people or forcing them to waste mana on maintaining their defenses. The projectiles are much heavier than they should be, causing a surprising amount of damage.

But even without the overt use of our skills, there is a clear difference between Hell and other difficulties. People from Hell move their mana quicker, skills are activated faster and are more powerful. Their body strengthening and senses are much better. Even people from Hard difficulty can’t compare.

It’s interesting and I expected the difference to be smaller, but in the end, maybe people from Hard difficulty just aren’t that strong. Or are people from Hell just that much stronger?

Only three out of the 31 people from Hell difficulty managed to lose in the first two challenges and none of them came from group 4. 

Overambitious restrictions were probably the cause of the losses in question.

Maya’s Avatar, using armor and weapons made of mana, cuts through them. Her technique with weapons shows as she restricted herself to the 4th Floor where she paid some people to give her lessons. She really looks like the knight she named herself for in the Community.

Sophie, with the same 4th Floor restriction, is also scary. Even then, she was capable of getting into the head of The First One and holding him down. So what are some challengers from the tutorial in comparison?

Her Avatar is ice cold as it takes over a group of people from Easy who start stabbing each other. Anyone who gets close to her freezes just for a moment which she uses to stab them somewhere vital. Her [Manipulation] interrupts castings, causing attacks to explode in the middle of their groups.

Those with weaker defenses die just from the pressure of her mental attacks. Then she easily manipulates the mana around her, redirecting the attacks being thrown at her or disrupting them outright. She manipulates stone as well, spikes made of the stuff impaling multiple people. The branches of trees twist and bend around people. It’s not the kind of combat she prefers, but she wins nonetheless.

When about five hours remain, my Avatar gets challenged for the third time. The first Avatar out of all.

It’s not because of Channeler and the disinformation campaign we did. No, the cause is exactly what we expected: simple greed.

It’s like a lottery. You know you’re probably going to lose, but what if…?

I watch as the number of challengers grows until there are five seconds left until the start.

 

Challenge 3/3 - 5 seconds remaining until the start

Number of challengers:

Easy - 1021

Normal - 755

Hard - 212

Collected entrance fees:19,015 shards

 

My Avatar appears in the arena for the last time. The same empty expression as before and grayish in color. With close to two thousand people arrayed against him. 

The common area becomes eerily empty, just a few remaining people remain, mostly from the lower difficulties, and us from Hell. For the first time ever since the start of the tournament, it’s grown quiet.

The following slaughter takes barely two minutes.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Here you go, a chonky chapter at least twice as long as the usual ones.

The evil cliffhanger is free of charge.

Thanks for reading and commenting, and have a nice weekend!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:
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Chapter 361 - Gareth


                My Avatar does exactly what I thought he would when faced with a large group of opponents that he couldn’t face head-on.

That beautiful bastard just flies straight up.

Yup, it’s that simple, yet it still gives him a huge advantage.

It’s like introducing a helicopter with machine guns and rockets into a conflict between people fighting with muskets. And it isn’t pretty.

Once he’s out of range, the people below struggle to detect him and a few of them do manage to reach that far, warning the others of the upcoming attack. But it’s all to no avail.

Five seconds pass.

Ten seconds pass.

Nothing.

People from Easy difficulty, nervous and more sensitive to the fluctuations, are already starting to feel his mana concentrating high in the air.

Fifteen seconds pass and a number of fairly decent barriers form over a number of groups.

Thirty seconds pass and Samuel shouts, causing people to scatter and spread out over a wider area.

Then my Avatar attacks. Like a crashing meteor, he slams into the ground where the greatest concentration of people from Hard difficulty are, and like an EMP, a disrupting wave explodes from him. It spreads over a huge part of the forest, weakening barriers, canceling skills, and straight up disrupting them. 

He then lifts off as quickly, a single orb left in his wake. A thermal orb as big as an orange. It shines an intense golden color, the immense heat being released causing the air around it to waver.

Golden flames explode into the area and with this, dozens of people from Hard difficulty start appearing outside.

And more follow.

One after another, their hastily recreated barriers, their armors, and skills fail to resist the brilliant golden flames. Bodies melt, charred to the point the system pulls them out.

Being charged by so much thermal energy, the orb envelops a huge area, killing hundreds of people. 

When it looks like it’s the end, from high up in the air, an orb lands in the middle of another group. A tricolored orb that turns bright white, exploding into heat, a shockwave, and following with an implosion.

Then another tricolored orb lands somewhere else, and a third one too.

The explosions are changing the landscape, tearing the trees from their roots, sending huge chunks of the ground flying through the air, and flinging human bodies around, burned and crushed before disintegrating into a cloud of shiny particles.

There is no sight of my Avatar, as he hangs safely in the clouds. It’s an efficient and smart choice.

Down below is pandemonium. People are burning, the ones not dead have been left with terrible wounds and missing limbs. Some of them scream, most of the leadership is already dead and safe outside in the common area.

As I thought, my Avatar seems to have run low on mana and there are no more big explosions. Instead, a rain of orbs as big as grapes falls to the ground, each of them letting out a whistling noise as it passes through the air.

Some of the survivors try to hide under trees or block the attacks. A few even attempt to shoot something towards where the orbs are coming from. But it’s to no avail. The Avatar focuses his attacks on people who have been weakened or occupied with fighting against the forest fire.

Just ten seconds is enough to finish the rest of Easy and Normal difficulty. Tens, hundreds of people decimated by an Avatar with most of its mana depleted.

The surviving members of Hard difficulty shout and hurl insults at my Avatar. Every single one of them finding themselves frustrated with their inability to reach him with their attacks.

Obviously, the Avatar doesn’t care at all. Not even a little bit. I love the guy.

On the screen, his face shows for a moment. Calm and expressionless while he forms some larger mana projectiles around himself, compressing them. Using natural gravity and his kinetic energy to launch them at the remaining challengers. Unable to use the flames the challengers just put out, he simply smites them from up on high with mana projectiles.

It’s quite shameless.

“Why do you not fight like that? It looks so easy!” Min-Jae comments, watching the screen with big eyes.

“Because it would be boring,” I respond.

I figured this fighting style out a while ago. Most of the people around my level or higher can’t fly. That’s something kinetic energy allows me to do. Having air superiority and being able to launch ranged attacks without worrying about retaliation is truly powerful.

Maybe it is even the most optimal way to fight for me, seeing the Avatar fighting that way. 

But it’s so boring.

If I fought like that I wouldn’t be in danger. I wouldn’t gain more experience. I wouldn’t see the skills of the people I’m fighting. I wouldn’t learn what is possible and how people tend to fight.

I could, but I don’t want to fight that way because I don’t think I’ll get any stronger doing so. It’s as simple as that.

Still, knowing that I could fight that way, I wasn’t worried about them defeating my Avatar, and Avatarniel didn’t disappoint. 

Such a cowardly little prick. Good job! You are making Papa Nat very rich!

The last remaining group gives up and leaves the event rather than wait for the Avatar to kill them.

Just like that, in under two minutes, my last challenge is won, my restricted Avatar, the bane of almost two thousand people.

 

Congratulations, your avatar emerged victorious in the 3rd challenge! You have received 17,113 shards. The final event reward will be given after the end of the 3rd event!

 

It physically hurts me how much the system took with its 10% cut, but there’s nothing I can do about it. But damn, an arcane passive might not be all that far off. Most likely not during the tournament, but maybe sometime during the 6th or 7th Floor.

“Fricking monster,” Brainiac lands on the roof near us.

“I won’t give you any shards,” I say before he can continue. They’re mine. My precious! 

My Avat… no, I worked hard to get them.

Brainiac snorts, “Not even I’m that shameless.”

“So what are you doing here?” I ask as he sits down next to me and the other members of group 4.

“I had to get away from Gary, the old man can be annoying sometimes.”

“You should beat him and take over as leader of WhiteWing,” Aaron jokes.

“Only if you take over Group 4,” Brainiac sighs, “Even if all of WhiteWing attacks him together we have no chance against Gary.”

“He doesn’t seem that strong,” Maya mentions with interest.

“Gary is crazy strong.”

“Sure he is.”

“I’m not joking!”

“He just looks like he would fit better as a pastor or the director of an orphanage.” Maya snorts.

“I know what you mean,” Brainiac nods. “But that’s only because we’re real people from Earth.”

The conversation is getting interesting so I listen. At the same time, Gareth’s Avatar appears on the screen and a 15-minute countdown starts.

“What do you mean by that?” Min-Jae asks, moving closer while sipping on his drink.

“I mean exactly what I said. Gary is nice only to people from Earth and no matter how trashy they are, he always gives them a chance. Only once he really believes they are beyond helping will he become ruthless.”

I knew it. The paladin of justice is secretly evil. Right now Brainiac might think the Earthlings are being protected by Gareth, but I’m sure his dark secrets will spill. There is no way someone acting so nice to people isn’t evil.

Brainiac lowers his voice, “On the third floor he killed a hundred or so natives. Women, and children too, no hesitation at all. We needed water and food and they had it. So he just took it on himself and murdered them all. After that he smiled, saying to us to not worry and that he would protect us and take these sins upon himself.”

I watch Gareth’s Avatar. Restricted to the 5th floor, it stands there below the trees. The chiseled face of a 40 or 50-year-old man waiting for his challengers.

“Gareth hasn’t gotten angry with us, not even once. He never shouts, he never despairs, he never hits us or anything, and often takes hits instead of us. Not once in the past year did I have a worry that he might hurt me,” Brainiac says, his usually cheeky expression serious.

“You shouldn’t underestimate him just because he acts silly sometimes or seems nice. He’s in Hell and in Beyond for a reason,” Tess warns the other members of our group.

“He is,” Brainiac nods. “You know what’s funny? He’s at his strongest when he is alone. Fighting with us, he holds back a lot to protect us, but the moment he’s alone his fighting changes. Just wait and see.” He points at the screen where the Avatar waits for the challengers.

A few minutes later Gareth’s Avatar’s 3rd challenge starts with over a thousand people inside.

Right away the man starts moving towards the group of challengers and a silver crown floats over his head.

Once again, I have to wonder what his crown is called. Other than me and Tess, he is the only one so far that has one. That offers another question, are crowns rare? Are they considered powerful or important?

Getting closer and seeing the first people from behind the trees, Gareth starts radiating silver light from his skin. Maybe light is the wrong word, it’s more like silver smoke seeping through his pores.

In his hands, two maces form, each of them with a few nasty spikes, and both weapons probably as long as my arm. Over his shoulders, two silver orbs float.

Combat opens with Gareth slamming a mace into a melee attacker from Hard difficulty.

Not even for a second is the man capable of facing Gareth’s strength, his arms cracking and the mace piercing the skin-tight barrier and turning the man into shiny particles.

A group launches ranged attacks at him and whether they bombard the ground around him or his skin he doesn’t bother to create armor around himself. He faces them all easily with just the sheer strength of his stats and enhanced body.

One of the orbs shoots ahead with surprising speed and reaches a group of twenty ranged attackers. Before they can move, the orb expands, in the blink of an eye, almost like a bubble, and each of them finds themselves inside of that bubble. The bubble stops expanding and then changes color to a darker shade of silver.

The group finds themselves unable to get out. Their bodies slam against the inner walls of the bubble and their weapons fail to pierce it. Before they can try more, the silver bubble starts shrinking as quickly as it expanded before.

All twenty people are caught in that. From the size of a small house, the bubble shrinks to the size of a small room and then to the size of a basketball, and finally to the size it started at. Everyone inside it, unable to escape, is squeezed and killed.

Attacks start anew. Gareth is bombarded while moving almost lazily from group to group, no one manages to endure more than one attack from his mace. The two silver bubbles move around, enveloping groups of people and turning them into shiny particles. 

Outside of the tournament, the result would be more gruesome. A bunch of people reduced to a compressed bloody paste.

The forest exploding around him from the challengers’ attacks doesn’t cause him much trouble. He seems capable of going on for days.

Shadowy attacks fail to slow him, fire causes him no trouble. They can’t disrupt his mana and they even fail to pierce the orbs. Anyone who winds up inside one of those silver bubbles dies without exception. 

When they start moving out of his reach or the range of his bubbles, he changes strategy. The crown over his head disappears and the silver smoke stops leaking from his skin. Instead, armor forms around his body.

His armor isn’t bulky or impressive. It seems almost skin-tight and dense. At the same time, the maces in his hands dissolve, and Gareth dashes, the ground exploding under his feet.

In a blink, he reaches another group, gloves forming around his hands as he delivers a shattering blow to someone’s head, reducing the man from Hard difficulty into particles. Gareth twists his body and grabs the poor man’s sword in his hand as he kicks another assailant, caving in their chest, and dispersing them into a haze of silver particles.

Like Lily, Gareth uses the strength of his body and armor to go wild and tear the remaining people apart.

“Gareth is really bad at doing multiple things at once,” Brainiac sighs. “But when he doesn’t have to focus on healing, teleporting, and keeping our marks active he can be really scary.”

Nice. First, Gareth doxxes the real names of everyone from his group, and now here’s Brainiac giving us exposition on his abilities.

What a group.

“So what are the names of his skills?” I ask.

“Not telling!” Brainiac answers.

Well, maybe they aren’t that stupid.

“It’s fine, I might ask Tacita, I’m sure she already knows the names if you guys talked about them sometime during the tournament.” While I say it I glance back to the top of the chimney where a thin girl with messy brown hair sits.

Her eyes meet mine and her expression seems to be surprised and in quick succession a weird field she generates changes a few times. But each time I change my detection as well, allowing my senses to pierce through.

Only her last attempt succeeds at confusing me for even a moment longer and then she stops when I see even through that.

Tacita seems dissatisfied, annoyed even, her eyes turning dangerous as she examines me, studying the way I’ve been detecting her.

I hope you didn’t think you could keep hiding from me forever.

            


Chapter 362 - Challenges


                During the next few hours, as we watch the challenges, Tacita and I play a game.

As she sits on the chimney, rooted within her barrier, her skill, trait, or whatever it is, keeps changing. She alters it rapidly as she figures out my methods for detecting her.

Sometimes it takes me a few seconds to pierce through, sometimes it takes thirty minutes. She’s really good at it, and it’s intriguing to observe. She’s not like Savant or Tess, with their genius level use of skills, they’re both quick to learn and grasp new concepts. She’s not even like me with my abuse of skills to push myself further than others while trying to scam the system.

What Tacita is doing is mostly based on wild instinct. Like a bird thrown out of the nest, forced to learn to fly by instinct rather than rote learning.

And damn, does she seem to be getting annoyed. Her penchant for stealth seems to be an important part of her identity. The way she gets twitchy when people get too close, it’s no surprise.

Yet I refuse to take that into consideration. No, I even resort to using my eye trait when I have trouble piercing through her hidey barrier.

The longer this goes on, the more dangerous she feels. The playful mood is gone, and her eyes are glued to the back of my head. I can nearly feel that gaze burning me.

I also keep my body strengthened, while preparing to empty my Vortex Core, and funneling a large amount of mana to my Mana Regulator for Reinforcement.

It’s a clear challenge to her, and I might be playing with fire, but I can’t bring myself to care. I don’t like having her sneaking around and appearing out of nowhere. I’ve had a deep hatred for such tactics ever since my experiences on the 1st floor. It’s not to the point of trauma anymore, but I still find it deeply unsettling.

So we either set some rules about that or we will fight. That’s my message to her. 

Meanwhile, the remaining Hell difficulty Avatars go through their third challenges.

After being beaten by me and Gareth, they challenge a few of the weaker-looking ones. Just like before, they continue in groups of anywhere from a few hundred to one thousand. I turned out to be the exception with close to two thousand. They even win some of them.

BenDover gets tired out and hunted down once he runs out of mana. Brainiac fails to reposition quickly enough and gets surrounded, as they use the forest to their advantage, limiting his ranged attacks.

Lootenant is more defense based, so he finds himself lacking in means of attack.

Aaron and Dennis get tired out, neither of them capable of sustaining long combat against that many people who are getting better and better organized. They are also weaker on their own and separated from their twin.

The murderer from Easy difficulty is also joining a lot of these fights, often getting in a few nasty attacks during the challenge only to be pulled away once he reappears in the common area.

At this point, around 150 people from Hard difficulty create a core that goes around challenging Avatars one after another. They are the main forces the others join and follow their lead. That group of 150 people has gotten quite efficient at this point. There’s a ranged unit, a melee unit, a unit of scouts, defenders, and a few really weak healers.

They protect each other, their members switching places to keep their mana topped up and stamina fresh. Once again, they’re being led by Samuel and the other soldiers from his group. Once they’ve seen how well they do, the others seem to have an easier time trusting his lead and following orders.

They defeat another Avatar from WhiteWing and another from BenDover’s group.

“Would be nice to see them beat your Avatar, Tess, especially given the way you’ve been putting Samuel down,” I note.

Tess doesn’t flinch, her bearing confident and carefree. “If anyone from Beyond lost, I would be deeply disappointed,” she says.

“I still want to see them beat Savant,” I sigh while looking on as they make preparations in the common area. The next Avatar is Tess, restricted to the 4th Floor.

“Maybe if he went for a 2nd Floor [Restriction],” Tess states, watching the proceedings with interest as they split into groups, having received final orders. “I regret not going for 3rd. I was too careful.”

“Scared.”

“Careful.”

“Sure.”

“Has anyone told you that they would like to punch you?”

“Yup, I heard it constantly on the 5th floor. He was a handsome lad with a very punchable face himself.”

“I see. By the way, can you stop playing with Tacita? You’re starting to scare people.”

“Hell no.”

“Sometimes I forget how stubborn you can be once you’ve made a decision. Anyway, I spoke to Miwa. How did you make her so angry?”

“He wanted to steal her arm,” Maya says, nomming on snacks that she shares with Biscuit sitting next to her.

“It’s still an achievement. Miwa is an extremely polite, patient, and reasonable person. Anyway, she’ll still prepare a pizza, salami with some extra cheese. A few of the ingredients are old, but they should be fine. The price is an epic item and a single mid-sized piece of voidsteel.”

“What? We said epic item only.”

“That was before you decided you wanted to steal her arm and kept pestering her for it.”

“Okay, okay, but the pizza had better be good.”

Tess shakes her head, “You know you could find a better use for an epic item, right?”

Ha! Better than feeding my ESM? No way. I already have plans to take plenty of pictures of the little half demon.

Now that I think about it, demons are indeed dangerous. Just a few weeks and she’s got me acting like this. Am I really so weak or are the people around me just scary?

“I still have a few and I should be able to make them on my own soon. So I wouldn’t worry about it,” I tell Tess.

“Truly you are the sugar daddy of group 4.” Maya says, turning to me, “When you summon your disciple, I fully intend to watch and learn from her. Then I’ll be your minion and you’ll make epic items for me,” she jokes.

“What? I can’t hear words of people with a [Focus] below level 40.”

“It’s starting,” Sophie says, interrupting us and nodding at the screen.

Tess’s avatar stands alone, with a shine in her eyes as she activates her skill, she quickly spots the challengers. Her crown forms above her head in an instant, white and red lightning cracking in a halo of energy. Then her avatar moves away from the groups attempting to locate her.

While her Avatar runs, stones lift from the ground, floating after her. She imbues the stones with lightning and leaps through the trees, cutting a few branches loose with her bare hand before shaping them into javelins.

In a few minutes, she has a decent number of projectiles floating around her, lightning crackling through the airborne arsenal. The Avatar does all of this while keeping the challengers in her line of sight, and collecting information.

So when she attacks, it’s no surprise that she kills Samuel first.

The man dies in the middle of a sentence, a stone the size of my fist tearing through him from over a mile away.

Before the challengers can even react, five more die, each one the leader of their respective units, and none are able to endure the attacks. The Avatar made sure they were strong enough. With her eyes, Tess can see really far away and she can see a little bit of mana too. Not enough to use for detailed analysis like my eyes, but it’s more than enough to detect mana signatures and large surges of mana.

The challengers start repositioning and strengthening the barriers. A few seconds later ten more attacks kill ten more people. And this time the attacks are coming from the opposite side, the Avatar moving quicker than they could ever have expected.

There are 196 people from Hard difficulty and each of them dies before the Avatar touches anyone else. Not a single Hard difficulty challenger endures the attack. They are all perfectly timed and unexpected, hitting weak spots with enough force to kill. Each with just the right amount of lightning.

Once she’s taken care of them, she changes her strategy. She uproots trees from the earth and flings them into the remaining groups, before following up the attack with a barrage of stones the size of motorcycles.

And the entire time they can’t even locate her precisely enough to attack.

“Why are you so cool, Tess,” Maya asks, sighing with her eyes glued to the screen.

I mean it might be cool, but all she’s doing is flinging junk at them from a distance. It must be boring as hell. Let’s ignore the fact my Avatar did the exact same thing.

Anyway, to no one’s surprise, Tess’s Avatar wipes out the challengers and Tess scrolls through a window to see how many shards she got. It won’t be as much as I did, but it’s a nice amount for sure. Probably enough for her to buy an epic javelin.

The epic items start at 4 thousand shards, but some of them cost multiple times that. There is definitely a difference between low, mid, and upper, even if the difference isn’t as noticeable as it would be for an arcane item.

When the challengers return brainstorming starts and most of the challengers don’t really seem all that disappointed. As if they got the result they were expecting and they’ve chosen to take it as a learning lesson. Though I mostly get that sense from Hard difficulty.

That makes me reconsider a few things. Lately, I’ve been thinking of them as weak, how could I not? Even restricted members of Hell difficulty can wipe them out with ease, but maybe I’ve just been lacking perspective.

It’s not like Easy has a power level of 1, Normal has a power level of 2, Hard of 3, and Hell of 4. It’s more like Hell difficulty is a few stages above.

Yet, Hard difficulty isn’t that bad. Logically they shouldn’t even be, the tutorial must be… well, hard, for them as well. They’ve shown me a hunger for improvement that’s a cut above the people in Easy and Normal who seem to take things at a more relaxed pace, more like a hobby.

When the tutorial ends, I can certainly imagine a few people from Hard growing strong enough to destroy a small city on their own. Maybe even a bit more when it comes to the stronger ones. But for the moment that’s mostly speculation on my part.

It’s fun to think of the differences between us.

Oh and now that I think about it, don’t the strongest people tend to be loners? Actually, it might be half and half.

Currently, we have 6 people from Beyond here. Tess, Gareth, and Lily are on the more sociable side while Tacita, Savant, and I seem to be more introverted. Though I’m sure our trio of introverts would win. Yup, screw those extroverted weirdos. I bet they’re fine talking to people, even the moment after they wake up. Creepy.

I also decide to ignore the fact that we three introverts are certainly weirder and bigger assholes than our counterparts. But it’s not like they’re normal either. Everyone in Beyond is a bit twisted.

When I finally crack through the change Tacita made in her field, I turn back to the screen. That one was difficult, it took me the longest time yet to pierce. Tacita can be surprisingly stubborn, it seems. Ever since we started, she hasn’t moved from her spot or stopped staring at me.

The next avatar they challenge is Min-Jae. They don’t even go in with that many people, below 500 even.

I already suspect the result, but Min-Jae gets defeated. He takes out a bit more than half of them and they have trouble catching up to him. The Avatar even uses the eye he got on the 4th floor as it precedes the restriction.

In the end, it’s not enough and his attacks gradually weaken as they catch up to him. Current Min-Jae would wipe them out easily, yet the [Restriction] he chose is too severe. The young boy is too proud to go higher than 4th.

The result is a celebration among those excitedly discussing the fight. The one who did the most walks away with the better part of the two thousand shards Min-Jae offered as an additional reward and an epic item he got from the 5th floor. He did set it up after he saw me creating my Avatar and the result is what it is.

If Tess knew, she would’ve probably stopped him. Even the twins would’ve done that. But Min-Jae did it all on his own.

Even before his Avatar was defeated, he disappeared from the roof.

When Lily’s Avatar appears on the screen, I stand up and detect where Min-Jae went. I don’t even have to watch this challenge as I’m sure Lily will wipe the floor with them with her surprisingly low [Restriction], the 5th Floor. But that’s just her. I’m sure she would be able to do it with the 4th Floor one but she doesn’t seem to have the confidence.

I stop in front of Tacita, “I have to go now. But let me tell you one thing. I’ve humored you sneaking up on me for a good while, but I don’t appreciate it.”

Even back on Earth I had bullies trying to ambush me in groups. I spent three days fighting for my life, being hunted by Phantom Goblins only to be stabbed every time I faltered.

It’s not something I can help, even if there’s no malice in it, even if it’s just playful teasing. I don’t trust Tacita the same way I trust group 4. And even though I can’t die here, I can’t bring myself to allow it.

Just for once, I’m going to be nice and try to solve things by talking instead of fighting, “Do you know what I mean by that?” I ask.

Her eyes shine below her messy bangs, giving me a long appraising look. Her expression changes a few times until it lands on one of understanding.

A few seconds later, she nods.

The field around her changes but this time it’s more akin to a playful attempt to hide and catch someone off guard to laugh at them later. Like a game.

She looks at me with a question and tilts her head. Her own warning to me, to avoid pushing her any further.

“This much is okay.” I also change the way I detect her to match her change.

From now on, it’s a fun way to keep ourselves sharp rather than anything more sinister.

A bright smile appears on Tacita’s face and she waves as I use one of my anchors to follow Min-Jae.

            


Chapter 363 - Kaboom!


                I reach Min-Jae just as he catches up to a smaller group of people. Once again I hide my mana and watch from a distance.

Without hearing their words, I can only guess at their conversation, but it’s not all that difficult. The people he’s confronted seem to be from Hard difficulty, specifically from the group that challenged his Avatar just a few moments ago.

At first, Min-Jae seems non-aggressive even though I can sense his wildly swirling mana and see his clenched fists.

The situation escalates after a short exchange, and the group ends up easily pushed to the ground by a gravity field. Yet even then, the boy seems confused. There is none of the satisfaction he expected, just a dirty feeling, I would think.

It’s hard for me to guess because I’m just an asshole who doesn’t care about anyone outside of his own family and friends. If someone had asked me one of those trolley questions like, “Would you rather save 1 friend or a million people you don’t know?” I would let the strangers die. Without hesitation.

Of course, the situation would be shitty and I like to think that I would feel something, but I have my priorities straight. That’s one of the main reasons I want to be so strong. So things like that won’t happen to me, leaving me to do whatever I want.

Min-Jae, on the other hand, is young, troubled, and had a difficult childhood, forever caught in the shadow of his siblings. You can even see it in his choice of subclass, Envy, and the ways he’s been trying to emulate me.

I don’t think it’s too big of a problem. Min-Jae will grow and change, and these experiences will serve to guide him in the future. He is still young, and looking for his place in this world.

So for now, I don’t bother to intercept him even as he waves his hand, uprooting and crushing a few of the surrounding trees. He stomps angrily, causing more trees to fall under the resulting gravitational waves.

Then he almost seems to flee from the people at his feet, with an indescribable look on his face.

 







 

(They’re about to challenge Savant,) Sophie says over the web some time later.

(I see. I won’t be watching this time,) I answer and then disconnect from the web. Keeping an eye on the man in front of me, I create a chair from mana and take a seat opposite him.

“You didn’t watch my Avatar fight. Why?” I ask Savant.

Sitting in a cheap camping chair, he returns my gaze.

“It cost me a few uncommon items,” he says in lieu of an answer as he touches it carefully. “It’s only been a year, but I have this weird feeling of nostalgia seeing these items from Earth.”

“It’s just a chair.”

“Yes, it’s just a chair.”

He stands up and throws a few logs into the fire he’s built nearby, over which hangs an iron kettle with water coming to a boil inside. Nearby, he has a glass with a tea bag prepared.

“I wanted to observe everyone. To collect some information I could use during the Duels,” he says.

“But?”

“I changed my mind. It was mostly thanks to you. I still think my way is better, but watching you during the 2nd event, I came to the question - why am I being so timid and nervous?”

When the water starts boiling, he pours it into the glass and then leans back in his cheap camping chair, his eyes turning back to me.

“I’m stronger than any of you.” He declares like he’s speaking an absolute truth. “The moment I entered the 2nd Floor, Champion Tristan took an interest in me. Through my talent, I became his disciple and grew quickly. Before he died, he declared me a Champion candidate. I am strong,” he repeats.

Silence fills the small camp Savant has set up in the forest. A spoon clinks as he starts mixing the water in his glass.

In a quieter voice, he continues, “I don’t need to see more, learn more, prepare more. I will win even without the effort. I want to confirm that.”

“So you’re second guessing yourself and want to prove that you are the strongest? How human,” I reply.

“It’s highly possible. I’m human too in the end. So what’s your reason, why aren’t you watching my Avatar fight?” He asks.

“Same here. I mean, if I thought you were going to lose your additional rewards, I would probably watch, just to laugh, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. Plus it wouldn’t be as satisfying to beat you.”

“Pride?”

I nod, “Patience, Diligence, or Pride?”

“Patience.”

“I see.”

“Yes.” Taking a sip, he looks at me, “You haven’t been declared Champion candidate yet, right?”

“Nope, but I might try to have someone declare me an Absolute candidate.”

He swirls the tea inside of his glass and nods, “I see.”

“So, is that the damaged Sword of Aeons?” I ask, gesturing at the broken sword on his hip.

“Yes.”

“The best mana battery of Eladore?”

“Yes, though I think it’s weaker than it should be. The system is probably limiting items and the like to arcane at maximum within the tutorial.”

“That’s unfortunate. Still, I will buy it from you. 100 thousand shards.”

“No.”

“You could bet it. I’ll throw in my ax and shards and you bet your broken, and certainly useless-to-you, sword, winner takes all.”

“No.”

“Are you worried?”

“No.”

He seems to be getting a tiny bit annoyed. It’s quite fun. Is that how people feel, teasing me when all I want is to be left alone? I think I understand a little now.

Out of nowhere, I feel a ping at the edge of my detection as Tacita enters the area. She is still hiding, but after our standoff, it doesn’t feel as annoying as before. The girl is surprisingly understanding. As long as I try not to trigger her, she tries not to trigger me.



I mean, she will still try to stab me in the neck if I cross that invisible line, but as weird as it sounds, I think that’s fine.

A bit later, Savant takes notice as she passes through his domain which he keeps activated at all times. Of course, it’s not at its full power, but it seems to be enough to detect Tacita, who hasn’t been making the greatest effort. Still, [Dawn] seems like a really good skill.

“You are not going to watch them challenge you?” I ask Tacita.

She shakes her head and sits on the ground to my left side and Savant’s right.

The fire crackles and the man sitting in the camping chair sighs.

Tacita’s hand moves and she uses a stick to draw on the ground.

( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°)

“I mean, yeah, they’re probably going to lose, but won’t it be fun to watch? You could also watch them challenge this guy here and use the information to beat him later.”

( •̀ - •́)ᕤ

“She says she can take you on easily,” I translate for Savant’s benefit.

“I think at this point it’s obvious that the winner of the 4th event is going to be one of us.” He pours more boiling water and then adds another tea bag. Then he opens five packages of sugar and pours them all in.

My teeth hurt watching that.

“There is Gareth, Sset, and Grumpy, but none of them are likely to win,” he says, thinking aloud while stirring his tea with his spoon.

His green eyes seem to shine in the light of the campfire, “Sset is strong at the range, but other than a few surprises, she can’t take any of us up close. Not without a degree of preparation she won’t have. Gareth lacks damage output. He is also too slow to catch anyone here.”

Savant takes a sip and then adds two more packages of sugar, “Grumpy will probably win the duels during the second tournament if she grows properly. But right now she is lacking.”

(•̀ - •́ )

“Tacita disagrees.”

“She could still win, of course. But Grumpy will be very dangerous in a few years.”

As if I didn’t know that.

“What do you think?” I ask Tacita.

乁(ツ゚)ㄏ

“Yeah, same.”

“So what are you doing here?” Savant asks me.

“I was curious,” I say honestly. There is nothing more behind it. I just wanted to talk with this man who reached Beyond so early. Well, other than the one who started there.

Even now, he doesn’t feel that strong, to be honest. I know most of his favorite skills and I nearly beat him once. Yet I still get the same unnerving feeling every time I go over the fight and imagine it continuing with the new information I have.

It’s exciting, and out of everyone here, he is the one I want to fight the most. Even more than Tacita, more even than Tess and Lily.

“And you?” Savant asks Tacita.

ʕ •ᴥ•ʔ

“I see.” He nods.

Unlike other people, he doesn’t do sudden movements while Tacita is nearby. Even his voice is calmer and softer. He also doesn’t get closer to her when he throws a piece of wood into the fire.

And his behavior towards me isn’t any different. I can’t bring myself to be annoyed by his actions, and I’m sure it’s calculated on his part. He is clearly reading and observing me the same way I am him.

Having seen enough, I stand up, turning to him, and say, “You really need to lay off the sugar,” and with that last sentence, I use [Tether] to telepo…

Huh.

I use [Tether] to teleport away.

…

I use [Tether].

…

(≧▽≦)

I find myself unable to teleport within Savant’s domain. Somehow, sneakily, he cut off my connection to my anchor right when I was about to disappear.

( ´ ▽ ` )

Well, there goes my cool exit.

Savant, to make it worse, doesn’t even say anything, sipping on his glass of sugar as he watches me.

I sit back down. ”Do it again,” I say as I examine his domain and the way it sneakily blocked my skill. Right away, I activate my Mana Wavelength Iris and try to examine it deeper.

While Savant starts saying something, I create an extremely small anchor near one of the legs of his chair and start sending vibrating mana through it, stealthily weakening the leg.

 





 



After some time, I leave, Savant unwilling to show me how he cut off my access to my anchor. It’s not surprising, but he’s still an asshole.

At least he didn’t notice the damage I did to the leg of his precious chair. Unfortunately, it didn’t break while I was watching, but it will probably happen sometime soon in the future. That’s what he gets.

With people from Group 4 nearby, a notification finally pops up. 

 

Congratulations, you have placed 1st in the 3rd event - Avatar Confrontation.

You may choose one of the three rewards if you decide to accept.

 



“I want to use them to enhance my final reward,” I say right away and the screen disappears.

At the same time, the four giant screens disappear as well.

As expected, Savant, Tacita, and Lily were not defeated. Sophie survived too, and from one point of view, I think people are scared of her more than anyone else.

I can see it in the way they look at her and the way they avoid her. Even some members of Hell difficulty seem to share in the sentiment. Mind manipulation seems to be just that despised, even among people who have very little experience with it.

Izzy and Maya both lost. Izzy was defeated by the strategy they tried to use for me and Maya lost when they tired her out. It could be different if they chose no restriction, and the challengers seem to realize that even as they defeated the Avatars.

But overall the mood seems good in lower difficulties, the event was fun for them even though they didn’t get the most juicy additional rewards.

Honestly, it’s surprising considering that most of them died multiple times in the process. The reason might be the difference between how “death” feels during the event and in the common area. Having some experience with that, I would say that death in the common area feels much, much worse, and certainly feels more real.

It’s possible that that’s the system at work.

 



The 4th event, Duels, will start in 24 hours. The 5th day of the tournament affords the opportunity to take a break and get to know your fellow tutorial attendees.

You will receive more information as the duels approach closer.

 



Well, it’s time.

“Use minio… disciple summon,” I call.

 



The invitation was sent to your disciple. If accepted, your disciple will join your side for the following 24 hours!

 



“Where is she?” Tess asks curiously.

“She needs to accept the invitation.”

“That makes sense.”

I nod and then we wait. We’re soon joined by Lily, Maya, and the rest of group 4 now that I think about it. It’s kind of weird, to be honest, and I hope they don’t spook my disciple. At least we’re off to the side of the common area, far from the noise of others.

 



Your disciple has accepted your invitation. Creating an entrance!

 



A few seconds later, Vega steps out of a door we can’t see.

Seeing her face carefully looking around and blossoming into a big smile as she spots me, hits surprisingly hard. The end of the 5th floor was just a short time ago, so why? I bet it’s because she is a kid. I can’t bring myself to be mean to kids. Probably a result of my past. Well, I don’t think that’s a bad thing, so I won’t try to change it.

But damn, Nathaniel Gwyn, you are getting soft with some people. I need to beat up BenDover to feel manly again. That reminds me that I once again forgot about him. I wonder if he is sitting somewhere, scared, expecting me to come for him.

“Master!” Vega shouts and comes running on her short legs. I notice she glances at group 4, but once she sees me acting normal, she decides to ignore them as she comes to a stop in front of me. She lifts her arms so I can pick her up. Then she nestles her ear against my chest where my heart is.

“Minion,” I say seriously.

“It’s Vega, master!”

“Why do you feel stronger? You left close to level 40, so why are you 50-60?”

“Kaboom!”

“Don’t ‘kaboom’ me!”

At that moment, I hear shouts and screams nearby and sense a powerful presence appear in my domain. When I turn around, I find a giant wolf.

The wolf is pitch black and taller than the tips of the trees nearby. The golden eyes shine with surprising intelligence, and he is looking in a single direction.

At Biscuit, who is in Isabella’s arms.

(Human…no, Asshole! Let go of my master right away!) the powerful, and young voice shouts in our heads and probably those of everyone nearby.

Even though people around are panicking and preparing to fight, Biscuit doesn’t seem bothered in the least. He simply allows himself to be held by Isabella. As he does, with his legs hanging down and his tongue lolling, he almost looks as if he’s smiling with a cheeky look in his eyes.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    The Tournament minion mini arc is here. A reminder from me: this mini arc might be removed from the book when it gets published sometime next year on Amazon.

As I said before, I’m not sure how it fits here and if it isn’t too soon after minion left for her world.

There is a chance I will keep it too; I don’t know yet. I will be reading the comments to see how you guys feel about it.



                



Chapter 364 - A demon and a wolf


                The panic erupting around us is glorious. Hundreds of people from the lower difficulties turn in flight as they spot the black wolf from a distance.

I admit that I might have underestimated their survival instinct. I halfway expected them to stand around taking photos of the giant wolf snarling at Isabella and calling her an asshole.

But well, some of them faint just from the pressure of the wolf’s telepathic messages, so maybe I shouldn’t get my hopes up for their abilities.

(Let go of my master! How dare you, human! Master, this is such a disgrace! Please, I beg of you, let me avenge you!) he shouts telepathically. Yet the wolf still doesn’t attack.

Knowing where to look, I can sense his telepathic connection to Biscuit as they communicate.

Unsure what to do with the unmoving potty-mouthed wolf, we opt to stand there and wait it out. One thing is for sure: if he so much as moves in an aggressive manner, he’ll have a few dozen members of Hell difficulty piling up on him in moments.

Like Vega, he doesn’t have any text floating over his head. Vega used to have the title of [Disciple] over hers on the 5th Floor, but it was gone when she returned after her week off. It hasn’t returned either. Does that mean we won’t have access to this information after we leave the tutorial? Is this a tutorial thing only?

“Master, I want to pet him! Can you hold him down like you did with that Ashenwolf?”

I ignore my disciple and keep my eyes on the giant creature. This situation, especially the reactions of the people around me, has become highly entertaining. Once again, something new has been thrown our way, an unexpected situation caused by a single blimp-like doggo. This burrito-shaped corgi is always doing stuff like this.

Damn, I love that silly little animal.

“Biscuit, is this your disciple?” I ask, it’s the only sensible thing I could think to ask.

“There is no way…” Maya tries to say.

(Friend!) Biscuit interrupts her, speaking into our minds.

Oh boy.

“Sophie, please tell the others from Hell to calm down. Group 4 will take care of Wolfy,” I tell her.

Sophie acts immediately, without asking questions, and relays the message. With Vega in my arms, I use kinetic energy to push myself through the air and land in front of the black wolf.

The creature is massive about the size of a building. His mere presence feels overwhelming, not to mention the sheer weight of him as he shifts his body. His golden eyes shine dangerously as he bares his teeth, each one longer than I’m tall, and he lowers his head.

(Asshole, I have not attacked because my master doesn’t wish for me to do so, but I refuse to watch the disgrace he is being subjected to. Tell that young female to let him go! Right away!) His voice sounds like that of a young boy, and the thought that he might be little more than a pup comes to mind.

Just how big must his parents be? How powerful is the wolf? He doesn’t feel as strong as Gaiathra nor as strong as a Veil Weaver. Maybe he’s around the level of a Veil Guardian?

I want to fight him and test him out. He is the first monster I’ve met with human intelligence and capable of speech. Actually, is he considered a monster or an animal?

(Friend,) Biscuit says, relaying the message through the common area.

It feels like the declaration was mostly meant for me, almost as if the corgi knows what’s going through my head.

Damn it, okay. I won’t bully the wolfy.

Biscuit floats from Isabella’s hands and slowly flies over to me. Then he looks at the wolf who lowers his head in response, like a child expecting a spanking from his father.

(Friend!) Biscuit tells the wolf and floats over to Vega who I hold in my arms and sniffs at her curiously.

“Master, are these people and creatures your minions?” Vega asks, her eyes ticking between Biscuit, the wolf, and the others.

“You could say that,” I reply.

“Were they your minions even before I became your disciple?”

 “You are my first minion,” I respond, knowing what she wants to hear, much to the happiness of the red eyed half demon.

She shifts in my arms, clearly satisfied, her tiny horns poking the bottom of my chin. “Then as First minion and First disciple, I outrank them and they have to show me respect!”

(It’s you who will be showing respect to the master, youngling!) Wolfy complains.

“Just wait until the master holds you with his powerful skill, I will pet you for hours!” Vega threatens.

(WHAT!?), the young black wolf seems genuinely shocked. (My lineage is that of an ancient wolf who devoured planets. I will not allow myself to be petted by a weak girl smelling of those maniacal demons!)

“Your heart is weak!” my minion shouts back as if it’s the worst insult she could come up with.

Then Maya says what I can only believe everyone’s been thinking, “What the fuck.” She is almost laughing, in shock and sheer disbelief at the situation we’ve found ourselves in.

 







 

As threatening as the Wolfy Boi looks, he doesn’t cause any trouble. Having been reined in by Biscuit, he obediently follows his master’s orders, and when we move on to our house, he lays down nearby, crushing part of the forest as he does so.

I notice that everyone from Group 4 is weirdly stiff, bodies ready to explode into movement and fight. It’s as if they were yanked out of the playful mood engendered by the tournament and into a life threatening struggle. They stay like that even as Biscuit explains everything with Isabella and myself to translate.

The young wolf calls us assholes multiple times and I don’t even have to think for a second to know where it comes from.

Goddammit, Biscuit.

The future animal Absolute, Overlord of Earth, Archmage of the tutorial, and deer jerky addict, just floats between us and his disciple. Proud as he tries to introduce both sides.

I bet the corgi saw me summoning my disciple and did the same. Something he probably managed with one of his rewards from the events. So far, no one else seems to have received the same reward.

(Food,) Biscuit declares stopping in front of me.

When I grab his cheeks and squeeze them and then hold him to boop his nose 50 times, the black wolf shifts in his position, golden eyes watching the disgrace I subject his master to.

“Master, you can do that to my nose too!” Vega fights for my attention.

Instead, I let go of Biscuit who floats to the black wolf who’s conversing with Gareth and Tess. Then I grab Vega’s horn and pull her closer.

“‘Kaboom’, you said.” I shake her head.

“Kaboom!” she answers happily.

“Tell me what you’ve done.”

 







 

POV Aaron Dalton

(Fuck, this is creepy. That guy almost seems to be smiling,) Dennis tells me through the link we’ve kept separate from the one integrated into Sophie’s web.

(He isn’t.)

(Just look closer, the corners of his lips are twitching up, and look at the way he’s holding that girl. What the hell, isn’t he just a mana maniac? Why does he look like her older brother now?)

(More like a dad.)

“Kaboom!” the girl smiles as she replies to Nathaniel.

She’s even younger than Isabella but at the same time, I feel nervous just seeing her. Every time Nathaniel looks away, her expression grows cold.

I’ve never seen a child like that before.

For a moment my eyes meet hers as well when Nathaniel turns to the side to say something to Kim sitting next to him. Her red eyes are devoid of expression, just like Nathaniel on the 1st Floor.

It reminds me of the mana rain, of us fighting to survive as the drops pierced our skin and Nathaniel coldly massacred the monsters. She’s just like he was then.

But that expression disappears the moment Nathaniel starts turning her way. She smiles at me and even waves, but it feels fake. Her eyes only seem to light up again when Nathaniel turns his attention back to her, a big smile overtaking her face.

Through our link, Dennis can feel my emotions and I can feel his, and we are of one mind when it comes to the little girl.

(She’s a demon,) Dennis says.

Tiny pointy horns, deep red eyes. She looks like she is ready to start a fight at any moment and will try to bite out your neck if she has to.

(Izzy, what do you think of her?) I ask, adding her to the conversation. At the same time, Aaron adds Sophie.

(She is scary!) Isabella shouts the moment she connects to the web.

(She is just a girl, she’s probably been through a lot,) Sophie tries. (Is there a chance it’s that? Nat said his disciple had a harsh life.)

(It could be…) Isabella hesitates. (But she is scary! Even the pretty wolf feels less dangerous!)

(Well, fuck,) Dennis sighs.

(Don’t curse in front of Isabella!) Sophie warns. (What emotions do you feel from her?)

Isabella is silent for a while and then says, (She is very happy and really likes Nat! But she doesn’t like us.)

(Maybe she’s jealous, maybe she thinks we’re going to take Nat from her,) I offer as we observe the little girl.

“I found a nest of gray lizards, a LOT of them. The gray lizards I told you about, and they really were tasty and their limbs really do grow back. Maybe I can get you one sometime so that you can learn to regrow your limbs faster!” Nathaniel´s disciple looks at him and studies him seriously, “How is Bambi’s curse? Did it get better?”

What are they even talking about?

(She is not worried about us taking him,) Isabella disagrees. (At least not much! She just doesn’t care about us. She got very scared when she appeared here and saw us all, but the moment she noticed Nathaniel she calmed down.)

That is surprising. Other than the few glances Dennis and I’ve caught she seems normal. Even now she is smiling happily while talking to him and when Nat introduces people to her she greets them. She seems friendly, almost like she’s just a kid, scared of meeting a lot of new people out of nowhere.

But I just can’t help but feel nervous when her eyes change just a tiny bit every time she looks at anyone other than her master.

(She is really good at detecting mana too,) Sophie mentions. (She’s had her mana senses up the entire time, constantly checking for danger.)

I didn’t notice anything.

(The hell, really? I can’t sense anything either!) even Dennis seems to be as shocked as me.

(Try to focus on it a bit more, like this,) Sophie implores as she shares her method for detecting the interference and I feel it too.

Only then do we notice. The faintest touch of her mana senses.

(Oh and by the way, what she’s doing feels extremely similar to what Nat’s been doing. It’s just that I can’t even sense Nat doing it most of the time. But I’m sure he’s expanding his senses around himself even now.)

(He’s happy,) Isabella says out of nowhere and with Sophie’s help she shares what tiny bits of feelings she can detect through Nathaniel’s defenses.

It’s so weird. Even though his face stays nearly the same as always, he seems more lively, even his movements are quicker, as if his whole being has been affected. He doesn’t even seem to mind as she snuggles up to him, her head pressing into his chest. As if it were routine.

But then Nathaniel seems to notice something and mid sentence, his eyes light up with a golden circle around his pupils. He turns to us and I feel him take over a section of the web as if it were nothing. No matter how many countermeasures we’ve placed to limit this kind of influence.

(Izzy, I told you to stop doing that,) his voice admonishes through the link. (But anyway, my minion sensed you guys probing so at least come and greet her. You’re acting like a bunch of creepy stalkers.)

Then his presence disappears.

Looking towards us, one of the red eyes of his disciple changes too, the faintest hint of a golden circle appearing around the pupil.

The girl younger than Isabella smiles at us, but I still feel like a bug in her eyes.

            


Chapter 365 - Sold for Jerky


                It doesn’t seem like my minion cares much for the people I’m introducing her to. I can feel the tension in her posture and I see it in the way she’s constantly monitoring them.

Well, it’ll be fine. She’s just shy around new people. She even gave Nevan a chance and she liked Duplicaniel because he looked like me. Vega’s a good girl! They will not become friends in the 24 hours we have, but she will bear with it for my sake.

But damn, as I listen to her telling me how she found a lair of gray lizards and spent a day collecting kinetic energy to collapse the roof on top of them, I can’t help but be moved. She is indeed a good disciple.

“So where are you currently in your world?” I ask her.

“I left the village after beating the snot out of a few people! I know master told me to lay low, but I couldn’t help it. Plus, I didn’t even tear their limbs off, and their broken bones will heal soon enough,” she declares somewhat satisfied. “You said you would do much worse, but I held back!”

I wish Sophie and Maya wouldn’t look at me like that.

“It was also really easy to steal from them. The locks were easy to break and no one used any mana-based defenses! After an hour, I left half of the things I stole behind because they were too heavy to carry with me.”

Just how much did she take?

Minion continues, “I tried to steal as much as I could, just like you showed me in that bunker! You know, ‘take and sell anything that’s not glued to the floor’!”

Nodding at her statement, I look away from the rest of Group 4. I don’t think I deserve the looks they’re sending my way.

Vega’s eyes shine as she happily describes how weak-hearted most of the people from the village were and how easy it was to deal with the monsters and animals further from the village.

It looks like she’s been having fun even though she is on her own now. Well, it’s only been a few days, so she might get bored after a while. But so far this minion of mine is happier than she ever was in the village. It’s certainly not something she would have been able to achieve without getting stronger.

“Wanna check on the wolf?” I ask when she finishes her story.

“Yes!”

With her answer, I stand, and Sophie, Maya, the twins, Izzy and Lily follow us to the rest of Group 4 with Biscuit and the black wolf.

“So your name is Vega?” Lily asks with a soft voice and gentle smile, in a clear attempt to be friendly.

The other members of Group 4 seem to be curious though they view her with a sense of caution. That tracks given that I haven’t really told them much regarding Vega.

My minion glances at me then our black haired healer and nods while answering Lily’s question, “Yes. Vega is the name master gave me! He said I’m the brightest star of his tutorial. That in the darkness of the tutorial, he found…”

I quickly cover her mouth with my hand, but the expression she makes tells me that she knows very well what she is doing.

Little devil.

As a punishment, I flick her nose.

Tess, seeing us coming, leaves Gareth with the others who’ve gathered around the wolf, to meet us. She surrounds us with a barrier to keep anyone from listening in, and Sophie supplements her efforts by jamming any foreign mana with the aid of her web.

“Are you going to introduce us?” she inquires.

“Sure. Vega, this is Tess. Tess, this is my disciple Vega.”

“Hello!” Vega says simply, and Tess smiles at her understandingly.

Probably by intention, she doesn’t pressure my minion, knowing the little half demon will be happier that way, and turns to me instead. “Did you know about this?” she asks, gesturing behind her at the giant black wolf.

“All I knew was that Biscuit liked his disciple,” I say watching as Biscuit floats out of our house.

In one of his tentacles, he holds a piece of deer jerky he clearly stole from the sealed cupboard I was hiding it in. He sets the small piece of jerky in front of his disciple.

The giant wolf looks at the ground where the small piece of deer jerky is and then at Biscuit, who floats proudly.

“Anyway, he seems surprisingly reasonable. And not just because of Biscuit, he just seems to be like that,” Tess continues. “He knows about the tutorial and tournament, but some kind of custom or rule seems to be preventing him from acting in aggression while he’s here. Though I suppose it could just be an aspect of his personality. He is surprisingly naive.”

The black wolf lowers his maw and sticks out the slightest hint of his tongue to lap up the jerky along with a few stones and some dirt. Yet he doesn’t seem to complain and eats it all while thanking his master.

“I’m lost here,” Tess sighs. “All of our disciples were so much weaker than us. The others seem to be the same, and yet Biscuit’s is so strong. I bet he could take out most anyone from Hell difficulty with ease. We are trying to get information out of him, but he refuses to share anything of use, and he doesn’t want to tell us his name. He just says that there are some things he doesn’t want to say and that the system will censor the others.”

“Of course, it would.” The system is an asshole.

“He also said that we should just be patient, that most things will be revealed in the course of the tutorial,” Tess mentions. “He’s placed a lot of trust in the system and the tutorial.”

“Master, I want to pet him! Like the Ashenwolf!”

“Soon, minion, soon.”

“I’m Vega, not a minion!”

“You just said you were my First minion and that other minions had to listen to you.”

“I’m Vega!”

Nice strategy, acting dumb while looking cute. Classic minion.

“Maya said you spoke with Miwa?” I ask, turning to Tess.

“Yes, just visit her at her house. I was able to make another deal. You’ll see when you speak to her, consider it a small surprise from me.”

“What have you done? Tess?”

“You’ll see.”

Haaa. Bullied in front of my minion. My image will never recover from this.

(You, Asshole with too much mana and a weak body!) shoutsthe telepathic voice of the wolf.

Surely he isn’t speaking to me? My body’s gotten quite a bit stronger, and my passives and traits are helping a lot, so I wouldn’t consider it too much mana. Actually, I’m sure I can raise it even more. It’s been too long since it threatened to break my body.

But the glances being thrown my way as the wolf speaks tell me more than enough. Well, no worries, I will convert them soon enough.

“If you don’t want to share information about the tutorial, the system, and stats, I don’t know what we could be talking about.” I say, coming to a stop at Gareth’s side in front of the giant wolf.

Biscuit is already sitting on top of his head. It’s nice to see minions respect their masters.

(My master has summoned me for only 12 hours, asshole. In that time, I have decided to observe you and the other assholes to see if you are a fitting company for my master!)

The way he speaks it’s almost like Biscuit’s some kind of mystical guru, and the respect he gives him makes me curious. I just wish he wouldn’t talk to us like that.

“So you want a fight?” I ask.

(Great! It’s good you understand! Yes! I will fight you and…) then he stops mid sentence, his golden eyes looking up at Biscuit, (But master! I promise I won’t hurt him… much!) he complains.

Even though Biscuit doesn’t say anything, I can see bits of his mana flickering around his body.

The ensuing messages exchanged between wolf and corgi alone, and after a minute, the black wolf turns to me again. (Asshole with too much mana. Surprisingly, my master is worried that you might hurt me, rather than me hurting you. I do not understand; you feel weak.) The giant head lowers, as the black wolf sniffs me.

His head alone is as big as a bus.

“Ten pieces of jerky if you let me fight him,” I tell Biscuit.

(Food!)

“I don’t have that many. Twenty.”

(Sustenance!)

“You won’t die of hunger, but okay, thirty.”

(Friend.)

“I won’t hurt him, don’t worry. He is your disciple after all.”

(Food!)

“Okay, deal.”

The black wolf seems to be shocked. (M-master, did you just sell me out for a measly…)

I ignore the wolfy and turn to Tess, “Can you take care of Vega for a bit? I will go to Miwa to get the stuff.”

“I wanna meet minion Miwa too!” Vega in my arms says.

“It’s a surprise for you. And you should get to know the others at least a bit. I’ll be back soon enough.”

“It’s not a problem. I’ll keep her safe, and we’ll send you a message if anything happens,” Tess smiles at Vega. “You can call me Sset in front of the others.” She says gesturing at Gareth.

The definitely-secretly-evil man looks at Vega with a weird expression, especially at her red eyes and horns. I wonder what’s going through his head as I remember everything Brainiac told us about Gareth during the Avatar challenge. That also makes me wonder about Gareth’s disciple and how Gareth sees him.

Damn, I love this place. So many interesting things to see and think about.

Anyway, “Minion, if anyone attacks you, fight back. Use the kick or kaboom. Otherwise, you can trust Sset and the others, and I will leave an anchor on you.”

Then I turn to Biscuit’s minion, “See you soon, wolfy. We will fight before you leave.”

The giant monster just snorts, putting its massive head on the ground, and looks around while communicating with Biscuit.

I create an anchor and then fly for a short moment, stopping in front of Miwa’s workshop. As one might expect, heat pours from within alongside the ringing of iron.

I have to wait ten minutes before the second ranked craftsman calls for me, “Just come inside and don’t touch anything.” Then the clanging continues.

“Already preparing the pizza?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood as I enter the smithy.

The place isn’t that big, but there is a massive anvil in the center, and just a step away from it are a few tables bearing inscriptions, a wall covered in tools, and a floating stone that radiates a lot of heat, while being powered by Miwa’s mana.

Miwa doesn’t seem to be amused. “I picked out the items you offered. I want that small dagger made of voidsteel and a mid-sized piece of broken voidsteel blade. For that, I will make the pizza you want and add in some extra ingredients.”

“Deal.”

Miwa, holding a silver hammer in her hand, smashes it into a piece of mystery alloy a few times, working it on the anvil while feeding more mana to the floating stone. The heat spikes, and she redirects it towards the anvil which absorbs it and then emits into the metal being worked.

While it is heating up, she turns to me, “I’ll also show you this arm.” She lifts her right arm made of a silvery metal with a slight pink luster. Even with all the heat in here, it doesn’t seem to have absorbed any. It’s just as cold as it would be outside. And that just seems to be a property of the metal, not the inscriptions within the arm.

“So what do you want?” I ask.

Tess is really good at dealing with people. I could get used to such surprises.

“Sset told me you know somebody I want to meet.”

Huh, I don’t know all that many people. Tess could probably do the same, so why bother me?

Miwa continues before I say anything, “I’ve been wanting to meet that person ever since I bought one of their items.” She gestures at one of the darker corners of the room.

As I look I notice a number of items laying on the table. Items I immediately recognize. None of them are pretty but they apparently perform fairly well. And Miwa has more than half a dozen of them.

“I want to meet Tent C… Fuc… the person who’s taken first in the crafter rankings. Sset said you could connect me with them.” Miwa seems to be ashamed to say those words, but her expression changes for the first time.

She ignores the metal on the anvil as it starts to melt, and a deep look of interest takes root in her eyes. Nearly a creepy amount of interest.

Is it how she saw me looking at her arm?

But now I also know why Tess seemed to be having so much fun. Damn it.
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Chapter 366 - A bit weird


                If I tell her it’s me, will Miwa expose my identity as Tent… the top-ranked craftsman? She wouldn’t, right?

But damn, she looks creepy. It’s almost like she’s about to start drooling at the thought of meeting the 1st ranked craftsman in the tournament. Is she a stalker? Is that why she bought so many of my items? Was she driving the prices up?

Miwa, noticing my gaze fixed on the ugly items, smiles, her face taking on a manic cast.

She takes a step closer to them, “I bought as many as I could! I even got a few of the members of my group to chip in. I owe them, but it was worth it!” 

Miwa takes two items: one is a dagger I made, and the other was made by someone else, likely Miwa herself.

She confirms it soon, “I made this dagger. The system rates it at mid-rare.”

The dagger she is showing me is beautiful, and even though it’s pretty, it doesn’t feel weak. The inscriptions are a bit clumsy, but she did a good job shaping the metal, compressing it, and making the result pleasant to look at without sacrificing the performance.

Next to her dagger is one of mine, and as they both lay there, the difference is stark. My dagger is much rougher, a mere chunk of dagger shaped metal. There are imperfections; it’s ugly, and even my inscriptions feel less delicate.

Miwa picks up both of them and sends her mana through the blades. Then she swings them against each other.

With a clang, her blade is sundered, and my dagger comes away whole, despite suffering a tiny chink in the blade.

“This dagger,” she lifts up the surviving one with a smile, “is barely rated mid-rare, bordering on low-rare.” Her voice has more emotion in it, and she talks quickly.

Like someone finally receiving permission to talk about their hobbies and obsessions.

“So I want to meet him or her. I will let you examine the arm if you promise not to damage it. Sset said you bought items from them and can contact them.”

She takes another step closer to me, and I hold out my arm to keep her at bay. “Okay, okay, let’s calm down.”

Finally coming back to herself, Miwa blushes and quickly takes a step back with an apologetic smile on her face.

She bows quickly, “I apologize for my behavior!”

“It’s fine, just let me think about it, ok? And give me some space.”

I quickly teleport to an anchor I left in my room and take the dagger she wants and a good chunk of voidsteel. Then, I return to the anchor I left behind.

“For now, take this for your help with the pizza. I’ll talk to Fuc… to that person, and get back to you soon.”

“Please do so and thank you!” Miwa takes the epic dagger and the metal and carefully puts them away. “Should I start preparing it?”

“Maybe in an hour or two?” Then I get an idea, “Actually, I will come to you in about a day, and we can make it together. Would that be fine?”

“I don’t mind, but I can’t guarantee the result if anyone else is involved.”

I wave my hand, “That is fine. So tomorrow?”

After she nods, I quickly teleport away. Dealing with the drooling fanboys is a problem for future me to deal with. Screw that weirdo.

Appearing on the roof of our house, I scan the area.

As expected, there are hundreds of presences gathered around our lodgings. It’s no surprise people from other difficulties are intrigued, and the giant black wolf can be seen even from afar. Focusing on one presence in particular, I place a couple of anchors and find Channeler at its source.

“Hey.”

He stumbles back, almost collapsing in shock. I forgot some people aren’t that good at detection or surprises.

“You can’t keep doing that to me,” he complains as I help him back to his feet.

“Shouldn’t you be used to it by now?”

“Give it a few dozen more tries,” he jokes weakly, nodding at the wolf visible even from here. He asks. “Is that your new pet?”

“Biscuit’s,” I reply.

Seeing that I’m not joking, Channeler only laughs, “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“There is no need to worry; he won’t do anything. And even if he did, we can’t die here, so it’s fine.”

“You could defeat him?”

For a moment, I think of it, remembering the sheer weight of the wolf, the feel of his mana, and his childish yet dangerous eyes. The wolf isn’t weak, no, even though the mood around him has been light, he’s still dangerous.

“Yeah, I could,” I admit.

“How strong is he in comparison to the things you’ve fought on the other floors?” Channeler asks.

“Honestly? I’m not sure about our current floor, but I’ve met stronger beings before and fought some of them. Make sure to look at him properly. Monsters as big as that wolf probably won’t be anything rare once our round of the tutorial ends.”

“Are you referring to the Pairing?” he asks, looking in the direction of the black wolf.

“Yes.” is my answer.

“And you’re already fighting beings as strong as that wolf.”

“Hell difficulty has been feeling easier lately, as we’ve gotten stronger, but there are always surprises and fuck-ups. So yeah, it’s not all that rare. Why do you think only 38 out of the 250 people who started in Hell difficulty have survived?”

“Honestly, Noname,” Channeler says carefully, “you’ve been so easygoing about it, that it’s never really felt like you were struggling, it’s like nothing’s too dangerous for you.”

“It’s not that bad.”

That blonde and uselessly handsome man just smiles and shakes his head. 

What is he, posing for photos?

“Lately I’ve been noticing something.” He says.

While he’s grasping for the right words, I die. Black mana tearing my heart apart as it gets too close. Still, I maintain composure and slightly modify my attempts. Once again I’ve managed to confirm that too much mana, too close to my mana heart is less than a good idea. I clearly need to make some changes.

“You, Savant, Tacita, Sset. Everyone from Hell really. You all seem…”

“A bit strange?” I offer. I’ve noticed that too.

“Something like that. At times, this something shines through that makes it obvious why you ended up in Hell, and I’m not trying to insult you or anything. I just can’t help but think that it would probably take someone like you to endure it all, and none of the Hell difficulty attendees exactly seem like they were exactly happy with their normal lives back on Earth.”

“Can you give me an example?” I ask, gesturing for him to continue, curiosity getting the better of me as I move my mana through my body.

“I have a friend who trained as a professional psychologist, and he said that Tacita seems to demonstrate a lot of the signs associated with someone who’s experienced a lot of deep emotional pain. He can’t be sure but said that she might be a patient from a psychiatric hospital or a domestic abuse survivor, maybe even sexual trafficking. Savant and Gareth both seem like sociopaths and likely you as well —either that or Asperger’s syndrome. It’s hard to say confidently, so these are only guesses. Then I heard Kim talking about his family, and he seems to be happier here than he ever was back home. Dennis and Aaron also seem to have experienced some form of domestic abuse, apparently, they’ve been passed around by their family ever since their parents died and they’re constantly changing schools.”

“You know their real names.”

“Yeah, they told me, so did Tess. So my point is that I have spoken with the others. Brainiac, Lootenant, Adam, AnotherOneHere, and that’s the one thing you all share - you like this world. Almost like you were missing something back on Earth.”

“That sounds right.”

“So how is it for you, Noname? Are you the same?”

“Maybe. What else does your psychologist friend think of me?”

“He thinks you might have had a messed-up childhood, probably something to do with your parents. That seems to be the most common issue. He sees something that suggests deep emotional scars.”

“Interesting. He seems to know a lot.”

“Yeah, he’s a bit weird. He’s got an eidetic memory and a habit of watching people.” Channeler says nodding.

“Anyway, it’s not something I want to talk about. Can you get me a few people who are willing to fight? Easy, Normal difficulty, and maybe one or two from Hard.” I ask, changing the subject.

“I could try. What do you want them to do?”

“Just a bit of light sparring. No worries, their opponent won’t be from Hell difficulty.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem. You won’t need to offer any rewards. There are plenty of people who just want to get close to you guys, so I can use that, so long as we remember that person in the future.”

Damn, is this what a high-level extrovert is capable of? It seems so easy when he says it.

Then I remember something and pull a small mana stone from my pocket, “I prepared this for you. It should help you practice moving your mana. I modified it so it should be perfect for you.”

Channeler takes the stone, and as expected, he ignores me for a moment, examining his new toy. I don’t even mind; it’s nice to see someone with similar interests to mine.

“Don’t ask,” I warn him, “try to examine it on your own and come to your own conclusions. It will help you more if you do. I’ll give you some more before the end of the tournament, at least if you do a good job with this one.”

“In that case, I’ll just accept the gift.”

“No problem. I’ll see you later.”

After I teleport, I think for a moment. Should I wait for a response? Are there any customs or rules regarding etiquette when it comes to teleportation, are there places and situations where it might be considered rude to do so?

Lately, I’ve been getting used to my instantaneous mode of transport, but I should probably ask Min-Jae to let me train under his increased gravity field so I don’t get too lazy. It’s been a long time since I pushed my body with proper exercise.

As I arrive I find myself welcomed with an unusual sight. Tacita standing across from my disciple and staring at her. Tess and Lily are standing nearby, and I can almost feel their skills on a short trigger and mana hum under their skin. The girls are about as far away from Vega as Tacita, though they certainly realize how terrifyingly fast the girl with messy brown hair can be.

Tacita must have appeared there out of nowhere, surprising them and cornering Vega.

(It’s fine,) I say sending a message to Tess through Sophie’s web. If they do something stupid it might trigger Tacita.

“She is my disciple,” I tell Tacita, as she looks from me to Vega.

Even as quirky as she is, she can be startlingly intelligent at times, that sentence alone will surely tell her a lot - the meaning of Vega to me and what will happen if Tacita tries to hurt her. Yet, at the same time, that sentence feels empty. Tacita is faster than me, and she is closer. If she decided to do anything, I probably wouldn’t be able to stop her in time.

And the same as me, Tacita realizes that Vega might not be included in the “can’t die during the tournament” part of the message. Something I failed to think of in my stupidity.

I act as calmly as I can and take a few steps closer, as I feel my heart pounding in my chest. 

A few more steps, and I’m almost within reach. A black mana orb forms deep inside my body, ready for absorption, to strengthen my body to the fullest. The anchor I left on Vega is ready to be activated at any moment.

Then Tacita moves her hand, and I almost attack her. But her movement is restrained, and I hold myself back through clenched teeth. She looks her over without malice, and slowly, gently, she reaches a hand out towards Vega.

She looks at me, her hand stopping mid-air, and when I don’t react, she continues and gently touches Vega’s pointy horn with the tip of her finger.

Tacita then smiles brightly, her eyes devoid of ill will, and I feel myself calm down. 

Then my minion kicks her in the shin.

            


Chapter 367 - Horns


                As the kick lands, Tacita turns away from me to look at Vega, a look of sheer surprise on her face.

And Vega kicks her again. The second kick lands as well, which Tacita surely allowed again.

(Don’t) I warn through Sophie’s link as Tess and Lily move to intervene. Yet I still take a few steps closer, ready for anything.

Displaying an unusual degree of care, Tacita puts her finger on Vega’s forehead and pushes her away, causing the young half demon to stumble.

As I catch Vega’s gaze, I can’t help but think “Oh no”.

It’s like Vega is confirming I’m nearby to help, as she forms a dagger in her hand to stab Tacita with, as she taunts Vega by standing too close.

“Don’t ever touch my horns!” my minion shouts, her voice trembling with anger.

The silent assassin dodges swing after swing with ease, her expression overcome with mischief. Her hand darts out in a blur, knocking the pale blue mana dagger from Vega’s hand.

Before my minion can continue, Tacita gestures for her to stop. She takes a step closer and presses her own dagger into Vega’s hand, closing her fingers around it. Then, unsatisfied, she pries the minion’s hand open, shifting her hold on the dagger, until it settles into a more natural state.

Tacita then gestures for my minion to attack again.

For the following few minutes, my minion tries to stab her as Tacita avoids Vega’s attacks and corrects her form. A poorly positioned blade here, a wrong step there, an overzealous swing. Tacita somewhat impatiently corrects it all, with a slightly annoyed expression, as if not understanding why the minion is that bad at trying to kill her.

When Vega does anything too bad, Tacita flicks her tiny horns.

(She appeared here out of nowhere, right in front of Vega. Not even Sophie’s web detected her. Sophie couldn’t even feel Tacita’s mind.) Tess says carefully, speaking directly into my mind.

(And then she touched Vega’s horns?) I ask.

(Yes), Tess nods. (Vega didn’t seem to like that very much and shouted at her just a moment before you showed up. They seem to be sensitive and when you showed up Tacita touched them again.)

As we talk, I watch as Vega opens her mouth launching a thin, needle-like projectile of mana at Tacita’s face.

Even then, her attack is easily dodged, though it still makes Tacita smile brightly. 

As is the proper reaction to having someone try to kill you.

Over and over again, Tacita corrects my minion, who just refuses to give up. Watching it all go down, I find myself counting the ways my minion has improved while leveling her skills.

Vega always did prefer fighting at close-range, her style aggressive, not unlike Tacita’s, honestly I can’t bring myself to think of the experience as anything but helpful, so I let it happen. Still, I don’t forget to make my presence known, as a reminder to Tacita to step lightly.

Either because of my warning or, more likely because she’s taken a liking to Vega’s personality, Tacita makes sure not to push her too far. Though she’s fully capable of doing so. And that’s just knowing how many times she’s killed Samuel alone.

But damn, swindling a free lesson out of one of the most powerful people in Hell difficulty. My Minion is truly a cunning little creature.

As I watch, I check my own notifications. I’ve managed to level a few of my skills thanks to all my training in the common area, especially my [Perception] thanks to the staring contest I had with Tacita.



[Perception - lvl 43 > Perception - lvl 44]

[Perception - lvl 44 > Perception - lvl 45]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 42 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 43]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 43 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 44]

[Tether - lvl 35 > Tether - lvl 36]

[Infusion - lvl 28 > Infusion - lvl 29]

[Mana Crown - lvl 20 > Mana Crown - lvl 21]



Not bad at all for a few days. Especially given that my higher level skills have been getting harder and harder to level. I could probably get more out of skills with lower levels, but I would be stupid not to seize this opportunity.

I already lost count of all the times the system decided I was dead, each time I’ve made huge improvements when it comes to handling black mana and the higher frequencies of kinetic energy. And yet it still feels a bit off.

Sure, I can push myself further and learn more, but there’s still something missing. That feeling of danger and death if I slip up is gone. And with it, at least subconsciously, I’ve lost my drive to give my all. My mind has dulled, and I find myself failing to push my limits.

Actually, it’s hard to describe it properly, and despite my efforts to fix it, I find myself at a loss. It’s not like it’s ruining my plans, but it’s still something I need to consider.

“This is what I expect of my minions,” I tell Maya, who’s been watching from the sidelines. 

She did say she wanted to become my minion to get free items, didn’t she? I can’t help but enjoy watching her expression as she witnesses Vega’s assault on Tacita.

At this point in the fight, Vega is tired. She’s expended a decent chunk of her mana, and her body’s been injured by her own careless manipulation of kinetic energy and mana. My minion is bleeding from her eye too. A faint golden circle etched in her iris.

Yet she continues to push herself, improving at a terrifying speed, not a speck of her aggression has been expended, and her attacks retain their enthusiasm.

I think Maya, and the twins, and a few of the other members of our group are starting to be surprised that I’ve let things get this far. After all, I summoned Vega to have a nice time and share my favorite food with her, like I promised back on the 5th Floor.

Instead, here she is now. Stumbling, injured under the weight of her own powers, her tiny hand barely holding on to her dagger.

But my minion is smiling.

Vega seems to be having fun right now, learning things from Tacita that I could never teach her. So in the end, I can’t stop her, because it’s something she wants to do.

I wait for her to stumble, on the verge of collapse, before I move in to catch her before she hits the ground. And before I can stand, Tacita’s vanished, leaving me to look at this silly minion of mine. She’s breathing heavily lying in my arms and trembling from the pain of her wounds.

“Did you have fun?” I ask as I take her over to Lily.

“Yes!” Vega says, nodding as her brow furrows, “But that human touched my horns, master! And I couldn’t hear her heart at all. Is she sick?”

I respond in an attempt to answer my confused minion, “We humans don’t care about hearts quite as much as demons do, minion. As far as we’re concerned, they’re little more than hearts. And I think she has a skill or trait for the purpose of hiding it.”

“Humans are weird, master. But not you! You feel more like a real demon! Thank you for letting me have fun.”

“Yes yes, but you should lower your barrier now, okay? Lily’s going to heal you, so be nice.”

“I will…” Even as dissatisfied as she is, she complies, and Lily touches her for a few seconds, closing her wounds, and leaving my minion refreshed as all the pain disappears.

Confused, Vega blinks a few times and looks at Lily while mumbling, “I will really have to get a healer of my own…”

“Thank you, Lily,” I say, in my ungrateful minion’s place.

“No problem! Vega’s very cool, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a brave young half demon.” Lily says trying to be sneaky, though it’s easy to see through her intentions.

There is no way my minion will fall for that.

When I look down, Vega’s face seems normal. Her expression is neutral and her eyes full of curiosity. Yet I can feel her heartbeat quicken.

“Just a few years and she might be able to beat Tacita with ease,” Lily says.

The half-demon’s tiny heart beats even quicker, and I can see how hard she works not to smile.

Minion…

 







 

Once inside our house, Vega looks around full of curiosity. She seems to like the furniture; even the smallest things are new to her. But most of all, she enjoys sweets I saved up from my shopping spree. She seems especially fascinated by the smartphone.

“Master! What kind of item is this, did you make it?” She asks while holding the phone gazing at the picture I took of her.

“It’s a device made on my planet. There was no magic or mana involved in its production.”

Vega shakes the phone, only to be surprised when the picture doesn’t fade. Though she drops it, surprised as the screen darkens, slipping into battery conservation mode.

I grab it before it can crash to the floor, “Don’t worry, you didn’t break anything. It also can’t hurt you.”

“That’s weird, master. Humans are weird.”

“I guess they are. Now smile,” I point the camera at her, ready to take another pic.

“I don’t want to, master. I already did it a lot of times! I even let you take a picture of me with your minions! I don’t…”

“One more of that fruity candy you liked. I hid it before you ate them all.”

Immediately she smiles brightly, and I take a picture. When I look at the screen, it’s indeed the best one yet.

“Good job, minion,” I say, and pull the candy from my pocket and give it to her. Though this time, she takes care not to bite into the wrapping, carefully extricating the sweet before consuming it with joy.

“I’m worried about you, minion; It’s too easy to manipulate you with gifts,” I tell her.

“It’s only that way with master!”

“Sure.”

“It is!”

“You took sweets from Tess, Lily, and Maya. You even let them pinch your cheeks and hug you.”

“Master always said to get as much as possible from dumb people! I gained amazing items in exchange for that short hug. I scammed them!”

“That’s true, minion, but did you even think to ask for more?”

“More?” she asks, tilting her head.

“Yes, more. You accepted the first offer they gave you, but you should always ask for more, go back and forth, and meet somewhere in the middle. Watch.” I say turning to Lily. “You gave Vega one candy for a ten-second hug. Wouldn’t you pay three times that for the same hug?”

“Yes!” Lily answers happily.

Minion seems to be shocked, “N-no way.”

“It’s you who got scammed, minion. You might be cunning, but my group is full of weirdos, so you can’t let your guard down.”

“What should I do now, master?”

“Well, if someone scams you with the intention to hurt you, you can hurt them back; that much is obvious. If you were stronger, I would tell you to beat Lily and others, but as you are now, you would lose.”

“I could stab them when they aren’t looking or prepare an exploding orb for them!”

“That would be going too far. I know you don’t care about them, but they’re members of my group.”

“Nat, your disciple is a bit extreme. I’m not sure if I can get you to accept me as your minion like this,” Maya sighs from the couch, nomming on our snacks as always.

“That’s the problem with you. Why would I accept you as a minion with such poor resolve, right, Vega?”

“Yes! Her heart is also weak!”

“Little demon, why are you so obsessed with hearts?” Maya asks. “Why do demons like them so much?”

I catch a glimpse of the annoyance on Vega’s face before she puts on the fake smile again, “I’m half demon and half human. And a stronger heart means a stronger demon,” she says as if that should explain everything.

“Demons are usually born with a 4th trait, most of the time it is some sort of modification to their heart. The stronger the heart, the stronger the demon and they seem to prefer being around strong people,” I say, explaining to Maya and the others listening in.

“What if there is someone powerful without a strong heart?” Maya asks, teasing my minion.

But Vega doesn’t hesitate, stating that “You can’t become truly powerful without having a strong heart.” as if it were a fact.

I leave them to their fight walking into the kitchen with Sophie, Izzy, and the twins. Izzy tried to make friends with my minion, but after no end of trying, she left, tired.

“So what was the problem, Izzy? You can be honest with me.” I ask, stopping next to her.

The 11-year-old empath sighs before responding, “I had to stop using my skill around her. She is constantly ready for an attack, and I keep feeling spikes of anger from her. She’s probably imagining methods for attacking us.”

“Isn’t that normal? I used to do that all the time.”

“Yes,” Izzy agrees. “But it was much harder to detect from you! I’m at a higher level than her, so I can feel a lot even without trying. I need to level up my skill and improve my control.”

Sophie puts her hand on her sister’s shoulder and continues in her place, “Vega doesn’t trust us at all. Whenever you’re not in the room, she puts on that fake smile. And it’s almost creepy how nice she is when you are there, then she borders on clingy.”

Well, it’s not like I can refute that. She might be even more picky with people than I am. She’s reluctant to trust anyone other than me, and she only seems to respect people on the stronger end of the spectrum. Plus, Vega isn’t human, so can we even judge her with our normal human thinking?

I wave a quick goodbye and head back to my minion, who’s sitting in my armchair and poking at the armrest.

“Minion, let’s check on wolfy.”

Immediately her uninterested expression changes, a smile blooming across her face.

Dealing with other people is so much work. The trouble I’m having with Tess. Lily and her insecurities. Min-Jae and his delinquent phase. My minion, clinging to me, even as she sees the others as bugs. And right when I thought that most of my troubles were over, new ones popped up almost immediately.

Walking outside, I absent-mindedly reach down, ruffle Vega’s hair, and prod her tiny, prickly horns.

Vega smiles at me, and I can’t help but think about how different her response is. Not that long ago, she was willing to stab Tacita just for touching them.

            


Chapter 368 - Looking for a fight


                To break the silence, I ask, “Have you been leveling your [Concentration], what about your [Mana Manipulation], and [Kinetic Barrier]?”

“ Yes! All of them! [Mana Manipulation] the most. I practice every day with the mana stones you gave me.”

“Hardworking as always, minion.”

“I need to get stronger.” Vega nods seriously.

As we approach the forest, I notice a bunch of kids nearby, standing behind a fence and staring at the giant black wolf. They do seem to be scared though their curiosity has clearly won out. Most of them hail from Easy difficulty. They appear to have been accompanied by a few adults, who honestly don’t seem much better.

Even from this distance, I hear one of the kids shout towards the wolf, “Nya nya nya!”

“Oliver, I told you to stop saying that!” The man, probably the boy’s father, shouts before slapping the back of his head.

“You got it wrong, Oliver! You should only be adding it to the end of the sentence because…” the second boy doesn’t finish because the man slaps the back of his head as well.

We don’t hear much more as their conversation fades from the range of our hearing. I turn to Vega, “Minion, have you given any consideration to saying nya at the end of your sentences? Long ago, it was some…”

“I won’t do it!”

I see. Humanity is doomed.

Lynthari and human 0, half demons 1.

“So how are things going?” I ask as we approach Tess and Gareth, who are still conversing with the black wolf, patiently sitting nearby with Biscuit on his head.

“He’s been surprisingly nice,” Gareth says.

“We’ve gotten a few “tiny” bits of information,” Tess adds.

“Anything fun?” I ask.

“We were right, there are 14 Rulers. One for each Radiance and Blight. Each one is usually much more powerful than a given Absolute, and most of them used to be Absolutes. The number seems to have been limited by the system itself, and there can’t be more than one for each Radiance or Blight.”

“We expected that much, didn’t we?”

“Yes, but it’s nice to have it confirmed. What is fun is that in some very rare cases, a powerful Absolute can potentially defeat and even kill a Ruler and take his place. Sometimes the title of a Ruler is hereditary, an Absolute can receive the ruler’s powers via a ceremony. In some cases you need to kill them or have a better handle on your Radiance or Blight, it differs from Ruler to Ruler.”

“That’s kind of unexpected but not that surprising if you think about it,” I say.

“Yes, it also seems like being called Absolute isn’t just for the sake of it, and some Absolutes are much more powerful than others. We tried to get more, but the system censored a lot. Floors, Rulers, Absolutes, information on future tournaments, the System, Pairing, factors outside the scope of the tutorial.”

(It’s still too early for you, human. Just trust in the system, and gradually everything will be revealed.) The black wolf snorts, his breath bending the grass in its path like a strong wind.

“I don’t want to,” I tell him.

(It matters not what you want or do not want, human.)

Well, if this young wolf isn’t just as cheeky as his master. Still, I have to wonder why someone as high-leveled as the wolf needed a master. Him becoming a disciple can mean only one thing: he was about to die. Like every other disciple, he was saved from death by being sent to the tutorial, at which point he became a disciple, after being picked by the system due to their similarity to a participant.

“So how did you become Biscuit’s disciple?” It’s simpler to just ask than stress over it.

(Master possesses the same primordial energy I do, and even though master isn’t as high-leveled yet, his mastery over it is much greater than mine.)

Biscuit, you cool little thing.

Sensing my pride, he lets out a gentle woof from atop his disciple’s head.

“What kind of energy is it?”

(Human, this is not the kind of information to be shared. The primordial energy my master and I possess is extremely rare, more so than the five that are usually known. You also seem to possess primordial energy, I can smell it.)

“Maybe, maybe not. So, is your primordial energy really that powerful?”

(It’s rarer than most. As with the others, its power relies on its bearer. Human, you are indeed stupid and ill-informed. That much should be basic knowledge, you should already know if you reached the first tournament.)

“Sure. You said your predecessor was an ancient wolf and devourer of planets. Was he a Ruler?”

(My predecessor was the first in our line to possess the primordial energy my master and I share. He was one of the most powerful Absolutes to ever live, human. Even Rulers shook in fear of his blinding power!)

The wolf seems simple. He likes to trash-talk, but he is weirdly naive and likes to show off. From a certain point of view, he may as well be similar in age to Vega. That reminds me that I have a promise to fulfill to my minion.

“Biscuit, can my minion pet your disciple?”

(I will not be pet by one of those crazed demons!)

(Food.)

“Of course, I will. I’m sure we will find more deer sooner or later.”

(Food!)

“Thank you.”

As I pick up Vega to boost ourselves onto the wolf’s head, I hear Gareth ask, “Sset, am I the only one who is taking this seriously?”

Landing on the top of the giant wolf’s head, I stride over to Biscuit and put Vega down. My minion quickly drops to her knees and burrows her hands into the the black wolf’s thick fur. Judging by her smile, I can only guess that she came to like petting dangerous animals after her experience with Ashenwolf. Nice, another person converted.

Meanwhile, Biscuit’s disciple is suspiciously quiet, and for some reason, I find it funny. It’s almost like I’m teasing a little kid.

I sit down next to Vega, and Biscuit floats over to my legs so that I can pet him.

After the end of the 5th Floor it feels nice to have some time to relax and spend at least a week in a safe place. Maybe that’s part of the system’s intent, letting people unwind and interact with others from Earth so that they can have some fun before being thrown back to the floors. Just a week of that.

From my previous conversations with the others, I’ve found that most of the people from the other difficulties aren’t that hostile or suspicious. Everyone here is going through the same situation, so we share that experience with each other. That seems to build a relationship between us pitting us against the tutorial, bringing us closer together, and smoothing over petty differences.

Of course, there are exceptions, like the murderer from Easy difficulty, BenDover from Hell, and a few more people I don’t even know the names of. But I know Tess and others are dealing with them.

That’s another reason for me to keep an eye on Vega. It is possible that she can’t die here, the aura might just be an area effect. But there is also the possibility that its effect only applies to people from Earth. So it would be stupid to risk it. Tacita has shown me how little it would take. So at all times, Vega will be either near me or with Tess, Lily, and Soph.

Still, there are Savant and Tacita to worry about. The only people capable of doing anything to her even with others protecting her. I don’t think they would try anything, but I’m an untrusting person, so I need to prepare for anything.

“Wolfy, what’s your name?” I ask him.

(I won’t be telling you my name, human.)

“So stubborn,” I say tapping on the top of his head, something I’m not sure he even felt. Then I watch as Vega moves closer and stops just an arm’s reach away from Biscuit, who eyes her curiously.

Vega carefully reaches her hand and touches his nose with her pointing finger. She does it extremely carefully and gently, something she saw me doing.

Biscuit lets it happen, watching her with his intelligent eyes. He then licks her finger, and she pulls her hand back quickly in response, surprise overtaking her face.

Her eyes jump from Biscuit to me and then back to Biscuit, and she reaches again. This time she lets him lick her hand, and surprised by her own reaction, she giggles.

Biscuit woofs at her, and Vega moves closer and touches his forehead, his cheek, and then carefully and slowly puts her small hand on top of his head. When she starts caressing him, Biscuit closes his eyes, patiently enduring her clumsy attempts at affection.

“What do you think?” I ask, leaning back to watch as she pets him.

“It’s weird, master. I know he is smarter and stronger than me, but I don’t feel like I need to worry about him hurting me. And it’s not just because I have you here with me.” As she speaks, she stops petting Biscuit, until he chuffs at her, leading her to quickly continue.

In response I ask, the black wolf, “ Did you Hear that? Why can’t you be more like your master?”

The black wolf decides to keep his dignity and stays quiet.

“Maybe you would master your primordial energy as well as Biscuit if you behaved like him.” I tease.

Silence.

“I bet that ancient predecessor of yours wasn’t so uptight like you. He probably…”

(Human.) He interrupts me finally, (If you are looking for a fight, let’s fight.) As he growls, I feel its deep rumble in my bones and the ground beneath me. It reverberates in my chest as we square off.

“Let’s do it.”

 







 

We face off against each other, having moved to the edge of the common area, relocating to a big clearing surrounded by trees on three sides. Far enough away to avoid causing any damage to the common area at large, not to mention the houses, and camps there. I think. Details… who needs to care about such little things. I just know I’m excited.

This tournament is fun and all, but at the same time, it feels fake, no real danger has been presented to me. It’s almost to the point that I can’t wait to return to the floors to experience some real danger, and yet even though this is just as fake, it feels more real. It feels strange to say, but that’s the only way I can describe the sensation.

Nearby, I see Tess with the rest of group 4 and Vega in between them. They’ve learned from our previous experience and so they’ve taken greater precautions, going so far as to set a barrier in advance. It’s not like they are close; actually, they are pretty far, but better safe than sorry.

The wolf in front of me stretches and shakes, his teeth bared in imitation of a smile. He doesn’t say anything, the kind and boyish atmosphere around him is gone. Instead, every one of his movements feels dangerous, like that of a predator, and his golden eyes take on a vicious glow.

I can already feel my heart pumping madly, so I better calm down so that I don’t hurt him too much. We still don’t know if our disciples can die here, and I promised not to hurt him. I know there are even more people than Group 4 watching. Some of them are curious, and others are bored and hoping for an exciting fight.

At this point, there is no sense in hiding anything. Of course, I fully intend to hold back, I don’t want to hurt him after all, but I don’t exactly need to hide my abilities either.

The first to attack is the black wolf. One moment he stands there, a towering giant. In the next, his body shrinks to half of his original size. Though it’s still massive.

His maw snaps shut around the space I formerly occupiedwhere I stood and he charges me again, moving so quickly just with the sheer power of his stats.

I dodge again, black mana seeping into my body from the orb I created inside, and I match his speed, dodging at first. Both of us poking at each other.

He slashes with his paw, a trail of mana left behind. He snaps his maw shut, sending a small shockwave through the air. I shoot a mana projectile at him, and he dodges. He senses a concentrated blast of kinetic energy, dodging it as well. Nimbly moving on his legs, he keeps his golden eyes on me, his speed increasing while his body continues to shrink, and I barely avoid him. Both of us waiting for the other one to use any other skill so the fight starts properly.

I see amusement in his eyes as I let [Mana Crown] form over my head so I can flood my body with more black mana from inside.

His amusement quickly disappears when armor surrounds my body and becomes denser and bigger, creating a mana mech-like creation.

[Redistribution] holds him down for a moment, and the massive arm of my mana mech grabs his now smaller body.

There is no childish scream or complaint anymore; instead, he shows me all of his teeth, terrifying fangs showing in their full beauty.

Through my Mana Wavelength Iris, I see his mana swirl, and his body starts returning to its original size.

But with it, my mana mech grows as well. My crown keeps all the mana I’m releasing under my control, as well as thanks to my [Mana Domain] and [Mana Manipulation] helping me control it. The armor surrounding me grows at the same speed the wolf grows, gradually turning into a lighter shade of blue until I use [Redistribution] and [Infusion] to transfer a huge amount of mana to it.

The wolf is now the same size he was before and a bit more, and my armor equals his size, dark blue mana surrounding me.

Finally, he gets away from my hand and jumps back, the ground exploding under his feet as he lowers his body and then charges at me.

From Vortex Core, I take the kinetic energy I was compressing there and use it to help me move the mana armor surrounding me, and we clash against each other.

Instead of a clash of wit and attempts to take each other down smartly, it turns into a brawl of two stubborn individuals.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey, just a warning!

Around August 13th, I will be stubbing Book 2 for Amazon - chapters 102-207 - so you can check them out until then. Book 2 will be professionally edited and published. Around that time or a bit later, there should also be an audiobook for Book 2.

As some of you know, Book 1 did very, very well on Amazon. For a while, it reached rank 94 - it was the 94th most read/bought book on all of Amazon for a while. Some authors said to me that it was the best Book 1 launch since He Who Fights with Monsters, which is crazy.

Its success has allowed me to rethink my situation, and soon I will be quitting my full-time job and take this more seriously. I already have a few ideas on how to use that increase in “free time”. 

So yeah, thank you to everyone who bought / downloaded / reviewed / rated Book 1 on Amazon when it launched. It helped a lot, and I love you all for that! :)
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