
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Hell Difficulty Tutorial]


HELL DIFFICULTY TUTORIAL

©2024 Cerim

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the authors.

Aethon Books supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact editor@aethonbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Aethon Books

www.aethonbooks.com

Print and eBook design and formatting by Josh Hayes.

Published by Aethon Books, LLC.

Aethon Books is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is coincidental.

All rights reserved.


CHAPTER 1

BORING COMMUTE



Ilet out a small yawn, my cheek pressed against the cool bus window. For a brief moment, a streetlight blinds me, forcing me to close my eyes. When the light fades, another yawn escapes from 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 of twenty-one, 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.

An older strict-looking man catches my gaze, but we both quickly turn away.

When I get bored, I return my attention to the window, and for a moment, I look at my reflection in it. Messy hair, a face that is almost perpetually expressionless, and two differently colored eyes—one gray and the other brown.

Such a handsome young lad!

Then I close my eyes, and 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 dilate 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, but 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? Something like this shouldn’t be possible, right? I close my eyes and 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 hit 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? The surrounding area is a clearing, encircled by tall trees and a lot of greenery. There are no hills or mountains, and the forest appears to stretch on endlessly.

Okay, let’s calm down.

Slow and deep breaths.

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 hell?” 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.

The small corgi barks as its head peeks out from the woman’s arms.

Cute doggo.

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

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 say and show her the display on my phone.

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 percent.

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 little. 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?


CHAPTER 2

WOLF



Deciding not to stray too far from the bus, I take a good look at the people surrounding me. There are twenty-four of us, fifteen males and nine females, of all ages. The youngest one is a little girl next to the girl who looks perpetually annoyed.

“Does it look like Earth to you!?” I overhear from the crowd as a fifty-year-old man points toward 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 was 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. 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 toward 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.

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 toward the forest. I follow the direction she is pointing toward and notice a wolf standing on the edge of the forest.

The beast’s brown fur is matted with dried blood. It’s 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 takes a menacing step toward us—a huge, car-sized wolf with a strange text hovering above its head.

[Wolf - Level 2]

Yeah, nope. I am out.

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

I make my way back inside the bus as the wolf moves toward us and lets out a deep, long growl. I can feel it in my chest. The deep, disturbing vibration and all my instincts screaming at me to run.

Yup, it’s definitely time to run.

Everyone runs and screams as they retreat to the bus, falling and crawling, and some men even pushing kids out of their way just to get in first.

The wolf slowly and carefully walks toward us. He almost seems like he is expecting some kind of trap, an inhuman intelligence shining 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, their voices scared.

“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… I glance outside at… that thing.

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

Fortunately, I notice a slightly bent iron pole used for people to hold on to, and after a little bit of pulling with all my force, I manage to free it. It’s unfortunately only around a 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 ten 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 the 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.

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

[Wolf - Level 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 wolf’s 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 two meters away from us, drool dripping from its massive maw.

“Skill window,” I say.

Nothing.

“Skill,” I say.

Nothing.

“Skills,” I say.

Nothing.

“Status window,” I say.

Nothing.

I hear screams and see the 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

Level: 0

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 7

Constitution: 3

Mana: 1

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 1

Mana manipulation - Level 1

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

Oh boy… this is interesting, but useless at the moment.


CHAPTER 3

FOCUS



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 a nearby older woman. The wolf manages to latch on to her sweater, but as the fabric tears, its teeth graze her arm, drawing blood. It tries to yank her outside and the woman falls to the ground, screaming loudly, holding her wounded arm.

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, toward his armpit.

Don’t tell me…

I step a bit closer to the wolf, and its eyes turn toward me. It shifts its head slightly, totally ignoring the broken glass. Its eyes are almost 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 race. My muscles feel warmed up, 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 pinched forearm or cut palm. I squeeze the piece of glass.

How long has it been since I felt so alive?

Did I ever feel so alive?

[Focus - Level 1 > Focus - Level 2]

I feel the corner of my lips lifting up slightly as I lower my body, 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 lunge toward the wolf.

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

I stop just in time, and its mouth snaps shut 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.

This time its maw snaps a bit further from me, and I slash with my left hand, slicing its upper lip slightly.

I jump back, and the wolf keeps trying to push its head toward 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, quickly pulling 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.

It looks wounded, but not fatally.

It starts slowly walking backward with its attention turned toward 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 legs.

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

[Wolf - Level 2]

The monstrous wolf is slowly moving toward the forest when I make my decision.

“Screw it.”

I put the glass and pole on the seat next to me and quickly pull off my shirt. I tie the shirt around my left hand and grab the piece of glass once again. This time, my grip is stronger 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.

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

Shaking.

Scared.

Intoxicated.

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

I slow down, 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 is bleeding and looks weaker, but I decide not to underestimate the monster. Sure. I wouldn’t go after it if it didn’t get shot and wasn’t heavily injured, but this isn’t an animal from 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 goddamn 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 then not even the guy with the gun will get anything. In the worst-case scenario, it will come back with more wolves.

On Earth, wolves are social creatures.

The wolf slowly moves toward me, and I start moving to the left, the side where it got shot. Slowly, carefully.

My senses feel sharp. 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 the piece of glass. It’s just a glancing blow, but it leaves a deep wound over its eye.

The wolf instantly turns around, trying to bite 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. I connect, and with a loud cry, the wolf jumps backward—a piece of glass lodged into its left eye.

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

The wolf lets out a painful cry, some of its blood splashing 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 motions. 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 toward 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 left 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 toward its right side and hitting it once again, finally blinding its other eye.

I stop.

While the wolf thrashes around, biting toward all sides, I take a deep breath.

Calm down.

Focus.

I breathe out.

Focus.

[Focus - Level 2 > Focus - Level 3]

I take a deep, slow breath, calming down my rapidly beating heart. My body feels like it’s burning, and my muscles ache. I’m 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 toward its right side. I make a ball from my bloodied shirt and throw it to the right. After waiting for a second, I dash toward the left side while grabbing the pipe with both hands and pointing the slightly sharpened side toward the ground.

The monster jumps toward the shirt, letting out a horrifying noise as it bites.

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

The monster wolf cries as I push the pipe as deep into the eye as I can before letting 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 taking my eyes off the wolf. It sniffs and then limps toward the forest while growling. 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 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 lose the strength in my legs, almost falling to my knees, only my will keeps me standing.

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


CHAPTER 4

MANIPULATION



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 said and shook his head.

I just nod, totally agreeing with him. I try to force a smile on my face, but it doesn’t work.

“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 with people surrounding me and asking questions. My energy drops even more than after a fight with a wolf.

I know I’m not particularly social, but I try not to 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.

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 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 with 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.

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 others.

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. During that part of the fight, I felt strength filling my body as I increased my focus. I felt as if I could control my body to an unusual degree. 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 it was something the wolf did, but looking at how he ended up…

I sigh and look at the sky. I need more information, testing, and 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

LEVEL ONE



[You have defeated a Wolf - Level 2]

[Level 0 > Level 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

Level: 1

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 3

Mana: 2

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 3

Mana manipulation - Level 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 one point each.

One hour. I can’t believe we have been here for such a short time. I try touching the holographic window with my finger, but nothing happens. My finger just passes through.

“Stat explanation.”

Nothing.

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 one 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 a single 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 me. It could be Focus, 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 not to 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 mother, my sister, 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 giving.

For a second, a thought flashes through my mind—would it be possible to level up by killing them? Oh boy, this is getting dark. Still, I give it some thought. I started with Level 0, and others are most likely the same. Even if it’s possible to level up by killing people, I am Level 1 at the moment, and I would most likely need to kill most of them. If it’s even possible to gain experience from Level 0 or a human.

It might even be 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.

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 five 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 five 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 difficulty is pretty disturbing—Hell.

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

I am also curious about 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, which means that I was granted stat points by it after fulfilling the requirements of leveling up.

Taking a deep breath, I slowly stand up, but fortunately, my head doesn’t spin.

It’s time to socialize and find someone useful.


CHAPTER 6

THE GUN



What welcomes me inside the bus is a bunch of people calmly discussing the situation we are in.

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

Really calmly discussing the situation we’re in… It looks like the wolf scared them, as all of them are inside the bus despite lack of air-conditioning turning it into a sauna.

Someone shouts out what I am thinking. “Sounds good, so just sit there and eat the grass. Maybe you can drink the gasoline as well.”

Yes, water and food will be a problem. 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 approaches me and falls silent for a moment, watching the bus driver conversing with two men. “You good?”

I nod. I have already put my white shirt on. Ahem, 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 he got or how he will use his stat points.

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

He once again falls silent and looks at me, a slight smile slowly appearing on his face.

“Not too many.” There is a hint of amusement and warmth in his voice.

“I see.”

He was careful and not too trusting.

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 to 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 toward 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.”

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 from 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 from his mouth.

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.

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 men, and the one asking is one of them. He is close to two meters in height and slim, but his shoulders are surprisingly broad. His face is on the handsome side, and he is smoothly shaven.

“Maybe…” Hadwin stops next to me.

“Damon.” He reaches his hand toward Hadwin and then me.

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.”

That almost makes me smile, as if something like that would help wherever we are. But, 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 eighteen years old, not that much younger than me.

Bless you, kid. Maybe next time?

After something eats Damon.


CHAPTER 7

FOREST



Outside, we find the annoyed girl leaning against the bus. She is clearly keeping watch, looking toward 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 black 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 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 Hadwin and me being higher level, so she also might be worried to lag 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. “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 to me. I shrug 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 extends his hand, the black-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. It could be said that I avoided human interaction like the plague.

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

She is also shyly half-hiding behind Sophie, 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, Izzy.” 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 either. Who knows what would happen if we came 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 Sophie turns toward 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.

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

I don’t know what I expected. Shining leaves? Faces on trunks? Whispers in the wind?


CHAPTER 8

GOBLINS



Ikeep my guard up as we enter the forest and squeeze the iron pipe in my hand. For a start, let’s not touch anything. Who knows what’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 that is 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.

“Whisper, and if you hear flowing water, see wet places, puddles, or anything suspicious, let us know.”

We slowly continue. It’s almost funny. A bunch of adults led by a dangerous-looking 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 hear Damon cursing under his breath.

“Motherfucking alien forest.”

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 toward his left. “A bit more to your right.”

I squeeze the pipe in my hand as two human-like beings rush at us at once, 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.

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’s 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 – Level 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 – Level 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. It 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, making its knife fall as it screams.

The goblin turns toward 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 forward.

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 pick up 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 the blindly waving hand.

Surprisingly still alive, the creature screams and scratches its face.

Then Hadwin hits its temple from the side. The goblin falls to the ground. The second hit from Hadwin lands as the goblin starts twitching. 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 – Level 3]

Then I notice my wildly shaking hand, tense muscles, and rough breathing. The world comes back into focus.

Hadwin is breathing heavily and cursing.

I hear Sophie and Damon not far away from us.

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

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, painful yet not serious. The goblin I stunned is still lying on the ground. I kick its leg while standing as far away 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.

Focus.

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 – Level 2]

[Level 1 > Level 2]


CHAPTER 9

WE SHOULD DISSECT THEM



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

Damon and Sophie seem to be shaken. 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 two vs. one fight.

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

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?”

He looks at me like I’m crazy.

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

He just nods solemnly after a short pause.

“Sophie,” I say, and she looks up.

Oh. I like the look in her eyes.

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

She catches on pretty fast.

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

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 carry the other two away. I will take this one. Can you take care of their weapons?”

He nods. “I can also try to cover up some of our and their tracks.”

“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 around the weight of an adult man.

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 our tracks and those of our two companions.

After around fifteen 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’ve 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 Constitution.

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

Once again, I realize how much of a 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.

“Screw off,” he breathes out and turns toward Hadwin.

“What the hell was that? What are these green little jerks?”

“Goblins.”

“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. 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 twice as heavy,” Damon adds.

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

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

“For sure, they are heavy,” he says and 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

CURIOSITY



Ihad 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. I notice that only Hadwin appears somewhat relieved.

“You don’t have to be there.”

“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 will lure more monsters to us, and we 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.”

“There is no 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 Sophie’s little sister’s height—with a short torso but long legs and hands. Even though his limbs are slim, I remember their weight. He was also illogically stronger than his body appeared.

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 his weight?

The green creature is wearing some sort of primitive leather clothes covering parts where reproductive organs on humans would be. There are also light blue markings all over his 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 about it.

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

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

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 toward the bus, away from us and the three dead goblins. 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 as well. Never in my life did I think I would do something like this, but I am surprisingly calm and clear-minded.

“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 a human’s, 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.

The creature’s teeth are also 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 the others and stand up.

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?

Answering most of those questions 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 in them sooner sounds like a good idea.

My survivability is most important at the moment. I believe that Constitution increases my endurance and 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.

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 use it manually 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 fifteen minutes there and back,”—he then looks at the goblin—“maybe twenty.”


CHAPTER 11

QUESTS



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. It looks like he did invest his stats.

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 times 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 and strength of muscles. 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, making sure to have my right hand free and ready to throw the body on the ground. At worst, I can use the goblin as a shield against an attack. Sophie also picks up the goblin quite easily.

Hmm. I guess that means that stat increase manifests fairly quickly. 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. 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 ragged breathing. He seems better than before, but it’s easy to see how tired he is.

I am now also 100 percent 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.

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

Level: 2

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 8

Mana: 3

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 3

Mana manipulation - Level 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.

The wind brushes my hair as I close my eyes and slowly inhale the 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 first floor, so does that mean that the sun, wind, and sky are fake? There are probably 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.

I let out a sigh. We’re screwed, 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, and classes if we get to it.

Footsteps catch my attention, and a student emerges from behind the bus—a nineteen-year-old girl, slim, blonde, and taller than me.

She briefly glances my way but then directs her focus toward 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. “Do you want one?”

I just shake my head and stay quiet.

“So, you did stop smoking… so responsible.”

I still don’t react. Let’s see what she wants, it’s not like we were ever super friendly with each other.

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 her pocket.

One minute.

Two minutes.

Five.

She is leaning in silence while looking toward the forest.

“Do you also think that we are in deep shit, Nat?” she whispers, still looking away.

Isn’t that obvious?

“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.

She turns back to face me. “Do you think I’m an asshole?”

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


CHAPTER 12

MANA



Okay.

Fine.

I am not a person who tends to get angry easily, but even I have my limits. If I ever meet the asshole who designed this thing, I will fuck them up.

Well, let’s not think too much about it. My mind is most likely being read even at the moment, so it’s better if I make some plans after I come up with a way to counter it.

Now then, Mana.

I lie on the ground and roll under the bus.

Let’s try it here. I need to focus, and I don’t want to get hit by a ranged attack from the forest. We are pretty far from it, but I wouldn’t be surprised.

I close my eyes and try to use [Focus]. I have already used it a few times, so I know the feeling I should have.

It’s hard to activate it at will, but after ten minutes, I’m finally able to do it. It isn’t as deep a focus as I was able to gain during fights, but it should be enough.

As I try to keep it activated, I start remembering the feeling of what I think is mana flowing through my body and strengthening it.

I start with my hand. While slowly breathing in and out, my focus deepens. What is it even? What needs to be done to turn something into a skill?

I quickly shake my head to get rid of useless thoughts and focus a bit more.

Sounds slowly fade out, and I can hear my heart beating slowly. Then I feel a slight tingling in my hand. It starts with my fingers and continues up to my wrist.

It’s the same feeling as before.

By force, I calm down my now-faster heartbeat. I focus on the feeling and try to understand it. It’s hard to explain. More than relying on my mind, I let my body do it.

Maybe it’s like when you catch something falling down from a table, and in the end, it’s just your body that reacts by itself—just a simple reflex.

It’s only after you reflexively catch the falling item and hold it in your hands that you realize what just happened.

So here I am, trying not to think about it too much. Somehow it feels cringy.

Allow your heart to guide you.

Sense it deep within your soul.

Do not think, just do.

Let the force…

Goddamn. I just can’t think of another way, not at the moment.

I try it again. The feeling extends up to my shoulder, and I squeeze my fist. I can’t be sure if it isn’t a placebo, but I feel that my right hand is stronger than my left.

I furrow my brow. I have a feeling that if I said it out loud, someone would laugh at me. The system better not be recording my current thoughts or streaming them somewhere.

So, where is the mana coming from?

Sure, I have a mana stat, but what does it mean? Did I get another organ that is producing mana?

Is it just flowing through my body, or is it stored somewhere and moving to the part of my body I want it to?

Let’s try again, and this time, slower.

I once again enter the focus and let my body take care of the rest. I feel strength in my right hand, but I just don’t know where it came from.

I cancel it.

Again.

…

Again.

…

Again.

…

After around twenty more tries, and when I start feeling lightheaded, I finally feel it. A thin thread of mana connecting my heart and hand.

Don’t tell me. I try it again, and now I focus on my heart right from the start.

I barely feel it, but mana forms there and then slowly flows through my veins, reaching my hand. It’s not using only one vein but multiple veins.

So that’s how it is.

I spend another half hour trying to feel my mana, and when I hear Hadwin calling my name, I find a new notification.

You have acquired [Mana Perception - Level 0]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 1 > Mana Manipulation - Level 2]

I guess it’s something.

Under Hadwin’s amused gaze, I roll out from under the bus and stand up. Other than that, he doesn’t react to it, which makes it even worse.

Asshole.

“Do you want to join us for another expedition? Damon and Sophie are coming as well, and I have one place I want to check out a bit more.”

I grab my stuff and follow him after I nod.

“I noticed a spot where it appears to slope downward. If we’re fortunate, it could be a valley, and there may be a stream in the vicinity.”

We come near the other two already waiting for us. Both of them hold short spears in their hands, the ones goblins used.

I guess it’s better than nothing.

“Of course, we have to be careful. If there is water, then there is a high chance we will end up running into more animals or… other creatures.”

“Anyone else joining us?”

Damon’s answer is a derogatory laugh.

“They are busy shitting their pants every time they hear some noise.”

Well, it’s not unexpected.

“A few kids wanted to join, but I turned them down,” Hadwin adds in between Damon’s trash-talk.

I ignore Damon’s mumbling as he continues complaining. Will I get a skill from it? Damon’s trash-talk resistance Level 1?

Hmm, maybe if I try hard enough?

While I am trying to acquire a new skill with Damon’s help, Sophie is saying goodbye to her sister. It’s easy to see how worried she is.

Somehow, I can’t help feeling a tiny bit jealous.


CHAPTER 13

TRAP



Seemingly having fallen into a habit, I am once again on the left, Damon on the right, and Sophie in the back as we follow Hadwin.

After just a few minutes of us clumsily sneaking, we stop at Hadwin’s gesture. He just points in front of us, slightly to the left.

I frown, not noticing anything.

Leaves around a stone’s throw in front of us start rustling, and I hear Sophie screaming in warning as the enemy also appears from behind.

Green creatures surround us—growling and showing their teeth.

Two level 2 warriors, two level 3 warriors, and one level 5 goblin shaman.

Not good. Actually, it’s pretty bad.

Really bad.

I get ready to run away when it becomes even worse. A car-sized wolf appears from behind the goblin shaman.

[Reanimated Wolf, Level 2]

He’s big, brown, and bloodied, but the most eye-catching thing is the iron pipe sticking out of its blinded eye.

I enter the deepest [Focus] I ever have.

The world around me quiets, colors lose some of their vibrancy, and my mind filters out useless information.

My and the goblin shaman’s eyes meet, and I swear he looks like he is laughing. The goblins don’t seem to be surprised to meet us at all.

Someone screams.

We don’t even get time to run as the reanimated wolf rushes at us. Hadwin makes the first move, and I can hear gunshots.

One.

Two.

Three.

All of them hit, but the wolf keeps charging and only slightly staggers after every gunshot. There is no blood.

Its target is Hadwin, who quickly swaps to the spear.

As the wolf shortens the distance, I put my knife away and hold my pipe in both hands. I let mana flow through my body, focusing more of it on my shoulders and waist as I burrow my feet into the ground.

I clench my core, twist at my waist, and swing with all the strength I can muster.

The wolf passes by me, aiming for Hadwin. I hit its front leg.

Something cracks really loudly, and the weapon in my hands bends. The wolf staggers, but there is no painful cry as it falls down while stepping on its broken leg. Hadwin quickly stabs with his spear.

But I am already behind the three and making a circle to the left toward the other goblins, knife back in my left hand. Mana is still flowing through my body.

I would like to save some and turn the skill off when I don’t need it, but I want to stay as careful as I can.

The goblin shaman is holding his hands in the air and mumbling something under its breath, its eyes glued to me. One level 3 stays near him, and another level 3 slowly walks toward me together with a level 2. The last goblin is already fighting with Damon while Sophie is helping Hadwin with the wolf.

The level 2 goblin stabs at me with his spear, its moves are painfully amateurish. With my body strengthened by mana, I easily dodge it and hit its face in exchange, breaking its nose and injuring an eye.

As he steps back with a painful groan, I move to the left and kick the dashing level 3 goblin. My leg hurts from it, but as he staggers, I dash back into his reach while he is regaining balance.

I stab my dagger as deep as I can into his neck and twist, breaking it in the process.

He falls to the ground, twitching his limbs, letting out wet choking noises.

Good.

After dodging one more attack, I finish off the level 2 goblin with multiple hits on its head from my iron pipe. Its skull cracks, and it falls down without much resistance.

The whole time, I kept a few trees between me and the goblin shaman. The fight took less than ten seconds.

Before continuing, I pick up both of their spears and peek at the duo. The shaman seems to be done with whatever he was doing, and now he is only waiting.

I peek just for a second and throw a spear at him. The weapon is terribly balanced, and it just hits the ground a few meters away from them.

It’s harder than I thought.

When I glance backward, I see that Damon’s level 2 goblin is already dead, and they seem to be finishing off the wolf. Hadwin is limping with a deep wound in his thigh, and Sophie’s hand seems to be wounded too. Damon is pressing a wound on his chest.

I have an opportunity, but something stops me from running away, and I turn back to the duo in front of me.

I bend to pick a few stones from the ground when I hear it. A terrible piercing noise.

Not good.

Without even thinking, I dash to the side as quickly as I can.

Boom.

Something explodes, and I feel a pressure wave hitting my back, throwing me against a tree.

Even before the pain hits me, I know I have broken a few bones, but I try to roll as soon as I hit the ground.

I limp a few meters, then, boom.

Another shockwave throws me to the ground. The world around me starts spinning, and I taste blood.

NOT GOOD.

I let mana flow through my body and crawl back on my legs. They are not broken, but one of my arms is and uselessly hangs at my side. That leaves my iron pipe on the ground unavailable. The spear I picked up is broken, and I am just holding its upper half.

As expected, the level 3 goblin is already next to me, and this time, I am unable to fully dodge its swift stab.

The spear grazes my side, and the goblin grabs my broken arm, sending a painful impulse through me and making me scream in pain.

But I stay focused. I keep mana flowing through my body. Even battered like this, I feel confident.

He will die.

My heart is beating like crazy, pumping mana and blood through my veins.

My breathing is ragged but steady.

It hurts so much. But even in such a state, there is not a single speck of doubt in my mind.

I will win.

Then I kick the goblin between his legs.

He lets out a painful groan and bends slightly. I swing a broken spear and stab into the goblin’s neck.

My spear doesn’t enter too deeply. So, with a loud scream, I pull back, thrust again and give him another kick between his legs.

He lets out a suffocating noise as blood starts flowing from his neck and mouth. He bends more while trying to cover his lower parts. As he does so, I strike his chin with my knee.

Even in such a state, my kick is powerful enough, and I see consciousness disappear from his eyes.

As he falls down, I fall on him and stab his neck a few more times. In the back of my mind, I hear a notification.

While holding a bloodied, broken spear in my hand, I stand up.

One more.


CHAPTER 14

SHAMAN



It’s painful. It’s tiring. But I get up and squeeze the bloodied half-spear in my right hand. The rusty smell of blood hits my nose. My other arm is uselessly hanging alongside my body, broken somewhere under my shoulder. I can’t even move it without pain making my vision spin.

The goblin shaman is standing there mumbling with one of his hands pointing toward me.

I let go of the broken spear and grab a stone from the ground, instantly throwing it at the goblin.

Surprisingly, his chanting pauses, and he frowns. Instead of hitting him, the stone slows on the approach and falls about a meter away from him.

I do it again and get the same result.

His mumbling stops, and the stone drops around three meters away from him. He screams something, and I quickly jump behind a tree, but there is no terrible noise, and the tree doesn’t explode. Instead, I can hear him chanting once again.

Then I hear a gunshot.

All of us freeze for a second, and unnatural silence fills the surroundings.

Another gunshot.

Hadwin is pointing his gun at the shaman. Surprisingly, the green creature isn’t dead. Not even wounded. The same thing happens to the bullet as to stones.

As it enters an area close to the goblin, it slowly travels through the air before it lands next to him.

“Damn…” Hadwin’s voice is tired, and he is slowly limping.

Yet he seems to be in the best state out of the three of us. Sophie is holding a piece of cloth on her wounded hand while glaring at the goblin shaman. Damon is sitting on the ground and leaning against a tree. I’m not sure if he is conscious or even alive.

The goblin looks at us, his gaze full of hate. He bares his sharp teeth, and a deep hissy growl escapes from his mouth.

I move my tired body toward him, and the only thing I can think about is killing him.

I throw a few things at him as I walk closer, a stone, a branch, a piece of hardened dirt. Every time, they just slow in the air and fall down near him. But every time I do it, his chant pauses, and his face becomes angrier and angrier.

“You don’t like that, do you?” I smirk, and I can taste the blood in my mouth.

I spit it out while continuing to walk closer and throwing stuff at him.

“You green piece of shit.”

He keeps letting out terrible noises, maybe even words. He doesn’t seem worried at all as I stop just a few meters away from him.

Is that a smile on his face?

Fucker.

I stab at him, but at some distance away from him, it starts feeling weird, as if the spear is moving through molasses, and the feeling becomes worse the closer it gets to the goblin.

After around one meter, my stab loses all its strength.

When I try to quickly pull it back, it becomes even worse, as if it’s stuck in something.

So, I just let go of the spear, and it slowly falls down to the ground, almost like a feather.

The goblin’s grin becomes even wider, and he chants faster.

You are so dead.

I step toward the goblin, and for a moment, his smile becomes even wider. Then it instantly disappears from his face, replaced by sheer shock.

I enter the zone around him while moving really slowly. I am not attacking him at all, just taking a step toward him. A really slow step.

There is some resistance, almost like moving underwater, and when I try quickly moving with just my finger, the resistance becomes much stronger.

So that’s how it is.

Amazing.

His smile disappears, and it seems like he did stutter for a moment before resuming his chanting.

I continue slowly moving toward him. My body is turned slightly with my wounded arm facing him.

After entering the zone, an arm’s reach away from him, I feel the resistance weaken slightly.

The goblin finally gives up his chanting, and a dagger appears in his hand. He is moving slowly, also affected by the field around him.

I focus once again and try to send the last drops of mana through my body.

The shaman seems to be an even worse fighter than the other goblins, as he just stabs at my chest.

I am already dodging even before he makes a stabbing motion.

His feet’s placement.

His stance.

The way he turns his body.

I predict where he is going to stab and move my body slightly to make him barely miss me.

When his dagger enters my reach, I notice fear in his eyes. He slowly realizes that he is going to miss, and I can see his body struggle. Muscles twitching, his expression turning darker and darker.

Why did you stop smiling? Is it not fun anymore?

Smile for me.

He is trying to move as much as he can and change the direction of his stab. Then he tries to quickly pull his attack back, panic in his movements.

But he can’t. He is also restricted by the unnatural field around his body.

As he starts pulling back his dagger for another stab, I grab his throat. I focus most of my remaining mana into my hand and try to bury the tips of my fingers into the front of his neck.

The monster tries to escape, but I follow him at the same speed, and he keeps panicking more and more.

He keeps trying to move faster than he can and keeps getting restricted. Meanwhile I just slowly follow his movement at the speed the field allows me to.

There is another stab coming. From the way he moves, I know that if I dodge it, he will continue and try to stab the hand holding his neck.

I should dodge.

It’s smart to dodge.

But I just shift my body, and his dagger enters my broken hand instead.

The pain is terrible, much worse than I expected. The dagger is slowly penetrating my skin, tearing my muscles, and scratching my bone.

But I don’t let go. Instead, I squeeze his neck harder and harder. He is already scratching my right hand with his remaining hand, leaving deep bloody grooves on my forearm.

I am almost worried that I will break my teeth from clenching them so hard. It’s easily the most pain I’ve ever felt in my life.

He then twists the dagger in my hand, and I feel tears running down my cheeks.

I can’t help it, but a painful groan escapes from my mouth. But I don’t let go.

I squeeze harder and harder.

I feel the blood from his neck on my fingers, and then I finally penetrate the softer skin of his neck. It feels disgusting.

Blood flows down his neck and on my hands, as I grab his Adam’s apple and start pulling it out of his neck. In the process, I lose the last drops of my mana.

Then I hear soft noise as if something is breaking—his necklace falls apart.

The feeling of my body being deep underwater instantly disappears.

The goblin shaman falls down on the ground while putting his hands against the hole in his neck. There is blood flowing through his fingers, and he is letting out noises I already want to forget about.

After a few seconds of struggling, the light disappears from his eyes.

Only a terrible, hateful expression stays on his face until the last moment he stares at me.


CHAPTER 15

WE SHOULD TALK



[You have defeated a Goblin – Level 3]

[You have defeated a Goblin – Level 2]

[You have defeated a Goblin – Level 3]

[You have defeated a Reanimated Wolf – Level 2]

[You have defeated the Goblin shaman – Level 5]

[Level 2 > Level 3]

Iinstantly put two points into constitution and one into mana. My body feels terrible. Every muscle feels as if it’s about to tear. I feel weak.

I’m also so terribly hungry.

“Are you fine? Do you need…”

Just leave me alone.

“Nathaniel.” The voice becomes louder.

Screw off.

I slowly calm down by breathing.

Calm down. Focus on breathing in and out. Filter out the pain. A little bit is fine.

Good.

Now put more strength into your legs.

Good.

Now fall down and scratch your knees and palms, adding to your wounds.

Goo… What?

…

Damn.

I clench my teeth—deep breath.

Yes, like this.

A bit more strength into the left leg.

Good.

More strength in the right leg.

Nice.

Now turn to Hadwin and try to look a bit more friendly and not like someone who tore off the neck of a living being. Do it slowly so that your head won’t spin.

When I turn around, I see a worried look on his face. I notice the fact that he’s still holding a gun in his hand. I’m sure that it’s just a coincidence that he’s pointing it slightly in my direction.

Just in case, I try to predict the way he would lift it up if he wanted to shoot. I slightly shift my body.

If he moves that way, I can rush him. Forget about using my hands; I will hit his nose with my forehead.

He might be able to shoot me, but before he does so, I can slightly move his hand so it won’t kill me.

Probably.

“Goddamn, Nat. You look terrible.”

No shit, asshole.

I nod slowly.

Hadwin puts his weapon away, and I feel the tension in my body dissipate. Instead, I focus on our surroundings.

“Let’s keep our guard up. And I need a weapon,” I mutter.

I lower my body slightly, and another wave of pain attacks me as I grab the shaman’s dagger and wipe the blood on my fingers onto my once-white shirt.

I also grab pieces of his broken necklace and put them into my pocket.

“We have to go quickly. Sophie and Damon are also wounded, but they should be okay. Thankfully, they leveled up and put all their points into constitution. That should help them a little bit,” Hadwin says, looking at me. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Let’s move.”

The points I invested seem to be doing their part. Just a little bit, but it’s not like I can complain. Of course, I still feel terrible. The hunger I’m feeling is like there’s a big empty hole in my stomach, and I bet that soon enough, my stomach will start digesting itself.

As I’m walking, I let some mana flow through my body. It’s not a big difference, but it’s slowly becoming easier and easier. A small, really small, but noticeable difference.

Damon is still unconscious, and Sophie is breathing weakly while holding her terribly wounded hand. I’m surprised she hasn’t passed out.

“Nat,” Hadwin says.

“Take Damon. I will follow with Sophie in a minute.”

“…Be careful on your way back.”

He puts Damon over one of his shoulders while holding the gun in his free hand, and disappears between the trees.

Huh, he agreed pretty easily.

After a few seconds, I start counting.

One minute.

Two.

Sophie starts nervously looking at me.

Three.

“We should—” she begins but stops when I lift up my finger.

“We should talk.”

“There is no time. We don’t even know if there are more of them…” She moves closer to me, trying to hide, but I can see that she’s getting nervous. “We can talk when we get back.”

Does she still think this is Earth? I put my hand on her wounded hand and squeeze.

A painful scream escapes her mouth, and I feel a slight urge to let go, but at this point, I don’t even know if these are my feelings.

“W-what are you doing?” she screams while attempting to move away from me, but I hold her and squeeze harder.

She screams again but quickly quiets down while looking around with teary eyes.

Looking for help? Scared that there will be more monsters? I am also worried about that, but right now, there is something much more important.

My mind is only mine.

Her face scrunches up and I realize I’d been squeezing even harder.

Am I really that angry? Hmm. Let’s think about it logically since I can’t trust my feelings at the moment.

I think what she did is something that would make me angry. Really angry.

My freedom is one of the most important things to me ever since I was young.

To be honest, I am surprised I am not angrier.

Is she influencing me even now?

Her chest moves up and down as she keeps her wet green eyes on me, almost pleading.

In the end, she’s just a young woman.

“Let’s talk later. Please?”

Her voice is shaking, and there is a drop of blood on her bottom lip from how hard she is biting it.

“Let’s just go…”

“Did you… are you using a skill on me?”

“… We need to go.”

For a moment, I don’t say anything.

She avoids my gaze, and I can feel her muscles tensing. Her mouth opens slightly, but no sound escapes her.

Shock? Guilt?

I stay quiet.

“I don’t know… I don’t know what you mean.”

A scream of pain, more tears in her eyes.

“You need to calm down and listen to me…” She puts her free hand on my shoulder, pleading. “We really need to go. It’s not safe here.”

My anger weakens even more. Is her skill stronger with skin contact?

“We can talk when we get back. Nathaniel?”

My feelings are one big mess.

“One more chance, Sophie. No more lies, okay?”

She tries to open her mouth, but I gesture for her to stop.

“Think about your sister before you say something.”

Then it hits me. Terrible, terrible fear I have never felt in my life.

I barely stop myself from shaking, and I feel cold sweat running down my back. I almost want to scream, let go of everything, and just run away.

My heartbeat speeds up, and my limbs become cold.


CHAPTER 16

DEATH



So terrifying. So amazing.

I am clenching my teeth so hard that they feel like they are about to break. Goosebumps are all over my body.

I am cold and shaking.

It’s hard to even think, and [Focus] is the only thing stopping me from running away.

Really amazing.

How does it work? How did she get the skill? Is she using mana? How many emotions can she manipulate? How many people can she affect at once? Is it a level 1 skill? If yes, how strong can it get? And probably the most important question is, can I use her to survive? Can she use it on monsters?

Did she use it only on me during the fight or on the goblins as well?

Did she use it on the goblins to make them attack me instead of Hadwin and Damon, leaving three of them to deal only with the wolf and one goblin?

Maybe?

“Interesting…” I whisper, and I mean it. The feelings I’m experiencing at the moment feel so real. It’s not hard to imagine how dangerous she will be if she gets time to develop her skills.

She could slowly manipulate someone instead of using raw power like she is now, and her target wouldn’t even have to realize it.

“DO. NOT. DARE,” she hisses through her teeth.

How scary.

“I will fucking kill you if you dare to touch her!”

“Good,” I say. “Think about it this way. For me, my mind is the same as your sister is for you.”

“I… will kill you…”

I interrupt her. “I think we may have started on the wrong foot.” I let her lean onto me, and we start walking toward our camp. I try to ignore the agonizing pain from my wounded arm and almost have to pull her as she resists.

Let’s risk it.

Sure, I almost died because of her, but I am alive. In the future, her skill can become amazingly useful. Hell, it’s super useful even now.

I pause, and terrifying thoughts flash through my mind. Is she manipulating me now? Did I switch from killing her to using her because of her mind manipulation?

I know I am playing with fire, but I think I can now recognize when she is trying to manipulate my feelings, and her usefulness can outweigh all the risks.

Obviously, in a perfect world, I wouldn’t have to be worried about all of that.

Now I will have to become stronger faster than she is. That way, she won’t be able to control me.

I believe I can do it. I trust in my decisions and my skill. I trust in myself.

So let’s keep her around. I won’t get rid of a weapon I can use to keep myself alive, and if she does try something and I survive, well, that will be the end for her sister. The thought of hurting an innocent kid disgusts me, but if I had to pick between me and her life, I wouldn’t hesitate.

If Sophie and I fight, I will either go after her sister or the little girl won’t be able to survive without Sophie in case she dies.

Who else would care about a little girl they don’t know when fighting for their life?

Sophie isn’t dumb.

“So, let’s start over again, yes?”

But I won’t forget. I will always remember that she tried to use me as a shield, and pushed me into fights without even caring about my life. I don’t care that she was scared or that she tried to take care of her sister.

I let a small smile appear on my face.

“Let’s be allies, Sophie.”

I won’t forget.

We stay quiet for the rest of the way back.
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Thankfully, we don’t meet anyone while moving back to the bus. Our way back takes even longer than before because we’re wounded.

My wound isn’t bleeding anymore but feels like it is burning, and my arm is still useless. The effect of an increased constitution is noticeable, but there are questions as well.

Do I require more calories now? Five thousand? Ten thousand? Are there animals and monsters that can give me more calories, or will I need to eat all the time? Will there be a point where I can’t get enough food, or won’t need to eat at all?

Do I even need to sleep? Well, I feel tired, so probably yes, but what if I invest more points into constitution?

Another thing is that all my smaller wounds, such as scratches, are either fully healed or close to it. It’s not like I can see the wounds closing right in front of my eyes, but they are healing quite quickly.

Hadwin quickly joins us as soon as we leave the forest, and I leave Sophie to the boy who is following him.

“I was starting to worry. It took you a long time.”

Sophie just glances at me but stays quiet, and I shrug my shoulders.

As we get closer to the middle of the clearing, I notice Damon lying on the ground.

Unmoving. Pale.

“He didn’t make it…” says Hadwin quietly.

His eyes are closed and his face is empty, maybe slightly sad. It’s really hard to read.

Did he…? Damon didn’t look like he was about to die the last time I saw him. The clothes around his chest are terribly bloodied, and his expression is anything but peaceful.

Sophie seems to be fairly shocked. “We talked just a few minutes ago… how could it…” She cuts off.

There were no last words. No meaningful fight. Just one goblin barely reaching his chest and one undead wolf.

In a fight where three of them fought against two opponents, Damon still died.

The wolf moved even slower than the first time we met him, the goblin was only level 2, and they were armed. Hadwin even had a gun, and yet… he still died.

Just like that.

How? How are they that weak? Should I bother staying with them?

“Nat…”

I might be better on my own.

“Nat.”

I am stronger than all of them.

“Nathaniel.”

Should I even waste my time by helping them to develop? It might be better to invest all of that time into myself.

I feel someone touching my shoulder, and I feel as if I woke up.

What happened? I notice my palm bleeding from my fingernails digging into it.

Oh.

Seems like Sophie isn’t the only one shaken.

I glance at the blonde girl holding my shoulder. She is and always was taller than me, even though she is younger. Her steel-gray eyes are calm, and for a moment, we just look at each other.

She smells of cigarettes.

Focus on breathing. I let out a little bit of mana and feel myself entering [Focus]—just a little bit.

One heartbeat.

My heart pushes mana through my veins. It is flowing in the same pathway as my blood, just slightly faster.

Two heartbeats.

All unused mana is circulating back to my heart and then is sent back to my body.

Three.

Tension slowly escapes my body.

Four.

Slow and deep breath in. Yes, good.

Five.

I exit [Focus], and I feel as if the haze covering my mind and eyes disappeared.

“Can you hear me now?”

I nod.

“Good, let me help you with your wound.”

She pulls me toward the bus, and I follow her without words.


CHAPTER 17

SKILLS



She is quiet the entire time. No questions, no bothering me. She just slowly cleans my wound as best as she can without water and with just a small piece of cloth.

She always knew me too well. I guess that’s why I always felt comfortable around her.

The wound looks terrible even after some healing, thanks to my constitution.

While she does her stuff, I drink the last few drops of water remaining in my bottle. I store the empty bottle inside my bag.

“I don’t know what else I should do. Pour alcohol over it? I don’t have any. Burn it? I’ve only seen that in movies, so it might not work. And someone already took the first aid kit from the bus.”

Her face remains calm throughout, and I noticed she put her long hair into a pigtail, resting on her back. She is also not wearing her skirt anymore and is wearing leggings instead.

I look up from the ground. She is looking at me with an expectant expression on her face. I pause.

Why is it so easy to understand her?

“You can come with me next time I go into the forest.”

I don’t have to say more.

Slow nod.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 364d 20h 9m 59s

Level: 3

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 10

Mana: 4

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 3

Mana Manipulation - Level 2

Mana Perception - Level 1

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

What the hell? Not even four hours? Is it bugged? It has to be, right? There is no way that we have only been here for four hours. It feels much longer.

“Tess,” I say, speaking her name for the first time since we arrived here. She is my… old friend. Things between us are quite complicated.

“Yes?”

“I’m hungry.”

Tess doesn’t answer that.

Well, I tried.

“How is your wound?” she asks instead.

I move my hand slightly. It hurts, so I stop quickly. I will have to rely on my constitution to heal it, but for now, my hand isn’t usable. The wound on my side also hurts every time I try to turn around.

Drops of sweat are forming on my forehead, and I feel hot.

“Arm’s unusable,” I say.

“I thought as much.”

She pokes my left hand slightly, and a smile flickers in her eyes when I furrow my brow.

Her face stays the same, without expression.

“What are your stats?”

There is a short pause, but she doesn’t think about it for too long and quickly tells me.

It’s something like this.

Level: 0

Strength: 4

Dexterity: 7

Constitution: 2

Mana: 1

Her stats are a bit lower than my starting ones, but they aren’t bad at all. I also know she can fight a little bit, which is more than I can say about others.

“When you level up, put two points into constitution and one into mana. You can do it even without talking. Just think hard about putting your points into the stats you want.”

Then I continue to tell her about the goblins we met, the goblin shaman, and the animated wolf.

I try to tell her anything she can find useful. The way they usually attack, the weapons I saw them use, and everything I know so far about mana.

Tess also got two skills.

[Psychokinesis]

[Farsight]

She told me that there are passengers with skills such as [Reflection], [Absorption], [Telekinesis], [Detection], and [Strengthening]. There is even one person with my [Focus] and another one with her [Psychokinesis].

To be honest, I did expect each skill to be unique to a person, so this surprised me a little bit.

Some people even started with three points in mana. Weird.

Mana is usually a resource used to cast magic, enchant items, create spells, and is used as some sort of fuel for magic items.

And it fascinates me. A lot. If I could, I would most likely spend hours just experimenting with it. It just feels like I’m a kid once again, and I got something amazing to play with. Something very few have. Mysterious and so full of opportunities.

Unfortunately, I have no such luxury.

Tess is almost done smoking a cigarette when Hadwin appears. He is followed by two men who both seem to be around thirty to forty years old. I noticed them before, and they seem to be fairly close to each other, probably two friends or coworkers.

Still limping, Hadwin opens his mouth and closes it after taking a look at my wound. I can see that he is fighting inside, and in the end, he decides to be shameless.

“Nat, I will need you.” He shrugs and moves awkwardly.

At least he knows how shameless he is. But it’s not like I can blame him. I’m sure I’m more useful than most people, even in the state I’m in. And it’s not like I didn’t expect him to come.

“When I was walking back with Damon…” He pauses for a second and continues after taking a deep breath, “I saw the river down the valley. Probably five minutes of walking away from the place where we met them…”

At the moment, I am not sure if it’s all just an act or if he really feels bad for asking me.

How many bullets does he have left? It can’t be many. One magazine? Two? Or is he already at the last one?

“Cassian and Dominic are going to join us.”

Cassian is a shorter man with black hair, while Dominic has dark skin and curly hair. Both of them are in good shape, having figures that come from doing hard manual work.

I find it weird that they would want to join, even after seeing Damon’s dead body. I think it’s better to go, but people rarely use logic in such situations. Maybe…

I look at Sophie, who is standing nearby with her sister.

Whatever.

I slowly stand up and try to calculate Cassian and Dominic’s reach by looking at their arm lengths, and I assess their mobility by observing the way they move.

Let’s see how you’ll do.

“I’ll be taking Tess with us, but I’ll need a bit longer to rest. One hour should be okay. Oh, and give her one of the spears.”

As I enter the bus, I hear Cassian and Dominic complaining.

I can’t trust anyone. Not Sophie, not Hadwin. So I have to push, forget about my wounds, and get the last bit of energy from my body.

Because I am sure I will be in danger the moment they become stronger than I am.


CHAPTER 18

FASCINATION



Right after I reach the back seat, I take out my phone. Even before it turns on, I put the earbuds into my ears and turn on noise-canceling. The world instantly quiets down.

I connect the earbuds to the phone and scroll down through my playlist. Randomly, I pick one song and set it to play on repeat.

When I close my eyes, everything disappears. The voices of people around me, the lady sitting a few seats in front of me with her dog, a bunch of students, and twins.

I let it play two times before I start feeling better and let myself think a little bit.

I’m a wreck. My hand hurts more than I’m letting them know. I feel weak, lightheaded, and my muscles hurt, most likely from using mana.

I am thirsty and hungry.

My clothes are dirty. My shirt is more red and black than white at this point.

I glance at my phone. It’s at 78 percent. Earbuds are at 70 percent, and the case should have one more charge left.

I keep digging the nails of my fingers into my palm, and the wound keeps healing a little bit every time I do so.

My arm heals much slower, but there is some progress. I increase the volume and close my eyes again.

[Focus].

The song keeps playing in the background as I try to manipulate my mana and send it toward my wound. I keep imagining the wound closing. I am trying to “feel” it.

While I do so, I keep wounding my palm.

Obviously, it doesn’t work, but it calms me down as I focus on the mana flowing through my body.

It feels weird, as if I got a new sense that’s just for feeling the mana.

There are some losses as I circulate mana through my veins, in and out of my heart. But, at this point, I can’t even feel where little bits of mana disappear. I don’t even feel how mana comes into existence. I just know it starts at the heart.

But why does it travel through blood?

Is it just using my veins as a road through my body, or does it need to be mixed with blood?

Is my heart some kind of generator creating mana, or is it getting it from somewhere else and sending it through my body?

At this point, I don’t even hear the music and don’t realize that I am draining my phone’s and earbuds’ batteries.

Fascinated by mana, I keep feeling it as it travels through my body. Sometimes I slightly poke it.

How is it possible that I can manipulate it?

Is it because it’s inside my body? Because it’s my mana? Can I manipulate it even outside of my body?

Can I manipulate the mana of other people?

Time loses its meaning, and I hear notifications, but I ignore them. Amazed, I just keep moving mana inside my body. It’s somehow calming.

What will I be able to do with it in the future? Where are the limits?

I move the mana to the tip of my finger. It reaches the furthest capillary, and then I push it out. It travels through the meat of my finger and skin. It feels like I am spending it faster and using more of it than when it goes through my veins. I push a little bit more of it, and it exits through my finger. It doesn’t hurt me, and the consistency is like smoke, so I add more and more.

My head hurts.

Knock knock.

Slow breath in.

Breathe out.

[Focus].

I push more, and I feel as if the mana is reaching a centimeter away from my finger. I focus on it. Make it thinner and sharper.

I feel like I don’t have enough air, my brain hurting as I hear ringing in my ears.

More.

Notification.

KNOCK KNOCK.

More.

I focus.

More mana, sharper, stronger. Use it, shape it, and add density. Much more density.

With a swipe, I move my finger across the side panel of the bus.

More pain and the mana disappears from the tip of my finger.

My hand starts shaking, and my finger hurts as if it got stuck in the closing door.

But it’s there.

A deep graze in the side panel of the bus.

When I finally turn to the side and look at Cassian knocking on the window, I feel much better, even though my head is hurting.

Tess Hansen

Nathaniel disappears inside the bus as Cassian and Dominic start complaining. Hadwin quickly calms them down. Then, without any hesitation, Hadwin gives me one of the spears they were able to acquire. I also notice that he is far less pleasant and patient while dealing with the duo than with Nathaniel. His voice is much more commanding and firm.

The two men leave, not forgetting to give me a few nasty looks as they go. Hadwin gives me a short look and then also leaves. He doesn’t even bother talking to me. His eyes just scan me up and down while checking how I hold the spear, before he leaves.

I watch him as he slowly strips dead Damon of his clothes and shoes, and then pulls his body close to the edge of the forest. The pale body of a tall, muscular man just lies there in his underwear. There is a lot of loose skin over his body, like he’s lost a lot of weight.

So that’s it for you, Damon Beck. I didn’t know him that well, and I am sure Nathaniel didn’t even recognize him, as he looked so different after losing so much weight.

But I know for sure that Damon recognized Nathaniel. How could he not? You can’t forget such a beating.

He once visited the gym Nathaniel liked to use, and got beaten to a pulp after attacking him. I didn’t see it, but from what I heard, he got both of his hands broken, and since then, he hated the younger boy.

Surprisingly, one more memory flashed to my mind. That of a younger Damon smiling brightly while lifting up his little sister. Both of them laughing at some stupid joke.

The memory disappears, and there is only a dead body.

I sigh, then I hold my spear tighter and start practicing stabbing movements. I do it for half an hour to get used to the spear and the movement. Then I try to use my skills by following Nathaniel’s guidance. Even though he said it feels awkward, I try to let my body handle it instead of trying to imagine it in my head.

At one point, a stone in the palm of my hand jumps slightly, but that’s it.

An hour passes, and Cassian comes closer and knocks on the window. He knocks louder and louder until the young man inside finally starts moving toward the exit.

“…Prick,” I hear Cassian say under his breath.

Nathaniel finally exits the bus. He is twenty-one years old, with black hair and a face that could be called handsome if it weren’t for his permanently expressionless look. Because of that, he just appears unapproachable and unfriendly, and people rarely bother to talk to him.

The most striking part of him is his eyes. One eye is a deep rich brown, while the other is soft gray. Heterochromia.

He stops in front of Cassian. Nathaniel is slightly taller, and his figure is slimmer. The man looks much more muscular. Yet, he doesn’t say anything, and after a bit, he just avoids his gaze, and Nathaniel passes by him. I notice that Cassian is clenching his hands as he does so.

“Any results?” Nathaniel asks as he stops in front of me. His eyes briefly scan my face, then he looks into my eyes for a split second and averts his gaze.

He keeps shifting his gaze—to the weapon in my hand, to my shoulders, to the side of the bus, to the forest in the distance. His eyes sweep over the surroundings with an unusual calm, as if absorbing every detail.

I share the results of my training without trying to exaggerate or lie, and he simply nods in response. Surprisingly, he looks back into my eyes again, for a second time in a few minutes. That’s unusual for him. It seems like something made him happy, but I don’t even bother asking him about it. I know he wouldn’t like it.

At the moment, he’s the only one I can rely on, so I have to stay on his good side and follow his orders. He’s fair, so in exchange, he’ll help me too.

I don’t have many options. It’s either this or…

My eyes stop at the body at the edge of the clearing.


CHAPTER 19

EYES GLOWING LIKE EMBERS



Cassian is already with Hadwin and Dominic when I reach them. Only Hadwin greets me, while the other two mostly ignore me.

I also notice Damon’s body at the edge of the clearing. He is only in his underwear, a massive wound on his chest.

I guess there is at least someone thinking a little bit. Even clothes can be useful, and it’s not like we can go and buy some. What I don’t like is that they didn’t even bother to pull him a few meters further, in between trees.

Anyway, not my problem.

“What do we have for water?” I ask.

“A few bottles, a few plastic bags, and we also found this pretty big canister.” He points at the iron canister near his legs. It’s pretty big, probably for spare fuel or some other liquid.

I am not washing it, for sure. Sounds like a job for our newbies!

I just nod while pulling a knife from behind my waistband to hold it in my unwounded hand. It feels nice and heavy, much better than the knife I broke. Yet, it’s still made from some kind of stone, crystal, or something.

I would much prefer a spear so I can keep some distance from enemies we might meet, but it would be pretty difficult to use one with only one hand.

And I think I prefer a sharp blade over a blunt iron pipe. Sure, the reach is shorter, but if I aim right, I can do more damage.

“Let’s go, then,” Hadwin says and starts leading us toward the forest.

As we enter, I glance back and notice Sophie staring at me while holding her sister’s hand. Her face is hard to read.

Tess, Cassian, and Dominic become really quiet as we start walking under the trees. They twitch every time we hear some noise, unsurprisingly. They saw us coming back wounded multiple times already, and someone even died, so it’s not much of a surprise.

But this time, there is no attack, not even as we start walking down the hill near the place Hadwin talked about.

I like it.

I really do.

Let’s keep it up.

Everyone perks up when we hear the sound of flowing water after a few more minutes. Cassian and Dominic instantly start excitedly whispering something, and even Hadwin speeds up his tempo.

After a few more meters, we exit the tree line and see a small stream of water flowing through the forest.

“Finally, we found it!” Cassian screams and rushes ahead of Hadwin.

“Shut up, Cassian!” Hadwin hisses and grabs his hand, pulling him back. “Remember where we are!”

Unfortunately, Cassian doesn’t seem to be taking it seriously. He smirks and nods, nearly ignoring Hadwin, unaware of the danger he might put us in. So I calmly put away the knife I hold.

“Hey.” I keep my voice soft, almost whispering, and when he turns to me, I bury my knee into his belly.

Air escapes his mouth, and there is no cry because of that. Eyes wide open. Face grimacing from the pain. Before he gets back to his senses, I squeeze his neck.

In the corner of my vision, I notice Dominic wanting to charge at me, but Tess steps into his way and points the spear at him.

Silence.

No movement.

“Stay quiet, okay?”

Cassian hesitates for a bit and then opens his mouth to say something, so I squeeze harder. After a few more seconds, he realizes it and just quickly nods.

He gasps for breath when I let go of his neck, and I grab my dagger from the ground.

If he wants to die, sure, go ahead, but I won’t let him risk my life by acting stupid.

I nod to Hadwin, and he nods back. While I am keeping watch, he moves closer to the water. From where I am, it seems fairly normal and, hopefully, it’s safe to drink.

Hmmm. Just to be sure, let’s have others drink it first after we boil it. If they are fine after a few hours, I can drink it too.

Ah, the good ol’ “human guinea pig” approach, always a classic. Finally, they are going to do something useful.

Hadwin and the two men quickly start filling the canister, bottles, and a few plastic bags with water, while Tess and I keep watch.

When they are almost done, Tess gestures at me and puts a finger to her lips while pointing somewhere between the trees. That makes me squeeze the weapon in my hand.

“Movement,” I warn the others, and all three of them let go of the stuff in their hands and grab their weapons. I hear a click from Hadwin’s handgun.

Tess points at herself and then toward the source of movement.

She seems determined as she looks at me, most likely waiting for my approval.

Well, she seems fairly confident, so I just nod.

Both of us go between the trees while I gesture for the others to stay. After a few seconds of walking, Tess stops. She grabs her spear as if she is about to throw it, and then she does just that.

The spear flies out of her hand surprisingly quickly, and I would swear it changed its trajectory a little bit right after it left her hand.

What the heck? Did they give her some self-homing magical spear?

I want that.

We hear a short scream, and Tess turns to me with a big smile on her face.

Yes, yes.

Did you level up? Sure seems like it. What the hell did you kill?

Good job, I guess.

After passing a few more meters, we get to her kill. It’s an animal similar to a deer. Its leather is light brown in color, but what’s weird are its slightly glowing antlers. They are white and softly glow, slowly dimming, and finally stopping after a few more seconds.

There’s no name glowing over the animal/monster, so it’s dead.

Damn. I didn’t even get to see its level.

“Deer level 2,” Tess whispers.

Oh.

“I leveled up too. One point in mana and two into constitution.”

Oh.

“I used my [Farsight] and [Psychokinesis] too.”

Umm.

“I think we might be able to eat that.” She points at the dead deer, and even though her face is back to a calm mask, I can see that cheeky little smile in her eyes.

Great, now she’s leveling up, using her fancy skills, AND finding us food? Isn’t she too capable?

I glance at the dead animal, and swear I can hear my stomach growling.

Ok, buddy, calm down. Soon!

Food, finally, about time!

I once again look at Tess, and she still has that barely noticeable, yet cheeky look in her eyes.

Better be careful so I won’t fall for her.

Yup. Everyone knows that love goes through the stomach.

Anyway, let’s grab the deer quickly. I grab one leg and gesture to Tess to grab the other, and we quickly pull it back to the others.

Hadwin is keeping watch while Cassian and Dominic are waiting there, already done with their job.

Water and food, man. What more do you need? Fewer goblins would be nice, but I can’t get too greedy!

“Cassian, grab the deer.” I continue using my quiet voice.

“Damn,” he whispers really quietly, but I can hear him.

Well, well, well, if it isn’t the consequences of his behavior.

Tess takes the stuff from Cassian, and with Hadwin’s help, Cassian hoists the deer onto his shoulders. The deer isn’t that big, right?

He groans and bends his knees a little bit. There’s a hint of anger in his eyes as he looks toward me.

Great, now use all this energy to carry the deer!

Oh, the joy of seeing Cassian struggle with the deer. I can’t help but feel a bit smug watching him squirm under the weight of that animal.

Our way back is fairly uneventful, and when we get back to the clearing, Cassian is covered in sweat and breathing heavily. He drops the deer as soon as he can and then falls on the ground right next to the animal. His chest is moving up and down, and he is breathing with his mouth wide open.

Our “camp” seems fine, and people quickly surround us. They’re excited, and I even see some smiles. Once again, I hear the dog barking, and this time, I look at him properly.

It’s a fairly small, sandy-colored corgi causing a ruckus, barking away as his owner—a woman around fifty—pets him soothingly.

“It’s okay, Biscuit. Calm down. Mommy is here.”

I can’t help but roll my eyes internally.

At least there is some wood close to the bus, so I guess they did do something.

Unfortunately, Damon’s body is still at the end of the clearing. We will have to do something about it pretty soon, I guess.

“Oh no.” The way Hadwin says it makes me grab the dagger, and I enter [Focus] while mana starts flowing through my body.

I hear a scream.

Tess gasps.

Everyone is looking in one direction.

Toward Damon’s lifeless body.

My heart races with fear as I catch sight of the massive, hulking bear standing over him. Its thick, gray fur ripples with each heavy breath, and its piercing orange eyes glow like embers.

[CinderBear, Level 19]


CHAPTER 20

CINDERBEAR



No one dares to move, not even a little bit. We just stand there and stare at the bear, just like a deer in headlights. Unable to move, unable to run.

We stand there and wait to get hit.

What makes it even worse is the fact that the bear is staring directly at me.

I don’t dare to move.

The Cinderbear sniffs in my direction once again and then turns his attention toward the body at his feet, then back at me.

After a few more seconds, the monster growls once.

Vibrations can be felt in my chest and the few unbroken windows of the bus rumble. Some of them even break. But no one screams.

Total silence.

The monster then lowers its massive head and takes a bite of Damon’s stomach.

Then it starts chewing while looking around.

A little bit of blood wets its maw, and then it bites once again, pulling one hand apart from Damon’s body.

Crunch, crunch.

It eats slowly while looking around. At us, at the forest. For a second, it pauses and sniffs a few times. Again, toward us and toward the forest.

Another bite.

Crunch.

We just watch.

We are next, aren’t we?

SPLAT.

Damon’s head bursts open under the force of the bear’s bite, creating a messy, wet sound.

The monster licks its teeth, and using both of its paws, it finishes the rest of the body.

A few people start crying as the bear stands up.

But that’s just it. Its eyes land on me for a second, and then it turns around and leaves.

A few more seconds.

Then.

Screams, panic, crying. Everyone rushes back inside the bus. People push each other and scream as they rush in.

I am one of the first inside.

My hand trembles uncontrollably. Each breath I take is ragged and uneven as if I’m gasping for air in a vacuum. My heart pounds in my chest, a constant reminder of my terror.

My mind races with thoughts of what could happen next.

Will I survive? Is this the end?

Every noise, every movement, sends my nerves into overdrive. My senses are on high alert, and I keep mana flowing through my body.

The same feeling of helplessness and vulnerability washes over me like a wave.

I try to calm myself, steady my shaking hand, and regulate my breathing, but it feels impossible.
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It takes a few hours before anyone dares to go outside. What a dumbass. Who would leave the bus with such a big fucking monster moving around?

And yup, that dumbass is me.

Tess was able to get to the roof of the bus with my help. Obviously, a few people followed her, as it felt like a safer place.

While Tess is keeping watch with her [Farsight], I move around.

Nothing. It’s quiet.

The forest looks normal again. As normal as a forest can be after a few hours ago when the fucking Cinderbear came out of it.

It’s strange how quickly things can change—from a source of nightmares to just another stretch of woodland.

But I know that I won’t be forgetting what I saw anytime soon.

Even now, I feel scared while not letting it show.

Thankfully, Hadwin quickly joins me, and without saying a word, he fixes the mess I made of the would-be fireplace.

I thought I did a good job, but Hadwin totally demolishes it and starts over.

Hey, I’m a city boy, okay? My closest experience to camping is passing by a grill party in someone’s garden.

Still, I watch carefully and try to remember as much as I can.

Hadwin lights the fire using a lighter he got from someone inside the bus, and after a few minutes, there is a crackling fire.

My primitive instincts instantly start lying to me.

You are safe. Fire equals safety.

Fire good.

What bullshit.

I help him, and we hang the deer against the side of the bus. Its hind legs are tied to the top frame of a broken window.

He is using a knife he got from me. I watch as he deftly slices away the deer’s skin, working his way down from its hind legs to the front legs. The skin peels away with surprising ease, revealing the raw meat beneath.

Next, he guts the deer, carefully removing the internal organs and discarding them. The smell hits me, and I scrunch my nose, but I continue to watch and learn.

He works methodically, the knife flashing in the sunlight as he separates the organs from the meat. I can see the blood draining from the deer.

Once the deer is skinned and gutted, he begins to quarter the animal. I watch as he expertly navigates the cuts, making quick work of the process.

As he moves on to trimming the meat, I can see the precision in his movements.

So not a cop but a hunter?

He skillfully slices the meat; after each cut, he carefully sets the pieces of meat aside.

Meanwhile, we were able to boil water in an iron canister we brought back. Cassian and Dominic have already taken a few sips of the still slightly hot water, and I continue to monitor them while waiting for the water to cool down. They seem to be fine for now.

“Are you sure?” Dominic asks as Hadwin cuts the deer meat into smaller pieces. “We don’t want that thing to come back after smelling it.”

“It’s not like we’re inconspicuous here. A group of over twenty people is impossible not to notice. But we will use the canister.” He nods toward the iron fuel canister we used to boil water in. “It shouldn’t let off too much smell, and in our current situation, it’s our best option.”

I guess he doesn’t want to scare people inside and deal with them telling him that animals will smell the meat if we cook it over the fire.

He turns back to me.

“They seem to be fine; the water should be safe.”

I look at Dominic and Cassian. They really seem okay at the moment.

“How long will it take to cook a deer?”

“One to three hours.”

I am hungry, but I’d rather be safe.

“Let’s cook it for three hours, and if they are fine when the food is done, we can give it a try and drink some.”

“Sure, for now, let’s also put away some boiled water. We can let them eat a bit when the meat is done and wait a few more hours,” Hadwin says.

Great, more waiting.

“Let’s do that,” I agree in the end.

I look at the duo for a second. They seem to be disturbed by our conversation.

Ungrateful pricks.

We put away a few bottles of boiled water, and the older man throws a lot of the meat into the canister and puts it on the fire. We also place a few pieces of clothing over the opening of the canister in hopes of filtering out the smell.

I also notice that Hadwin’s fire isn’t smoking that much, just a little bit of pale white smoke.

That’s good.

We wait, and as we do, I continue to practice my [Mana Perception], but I can’t get fully into it as my eyes keep glancing at the spot where the bear came from. Yet, after three hours, I at least get something.

I feel something from where Tess is.

She is practicing her skills too, so maybe I can feel her using mana? It’s as if, for a split second, I noticed something in the corner of my vision, but when I look there, I see nothing. A feeling like that.

Yet it’s something.

I also get the same feeling from Sophie and Hadwin.

Hadwin is keeping watch while watching the fire, and Sophie…

Well, Sophie is talking to other people while keeping her sister close.

It’s not that hard to guess what she is doing as my [Mana Perception] keeps getting a “feeling” from her.

At the start, I want to go there and stop her. To not allow her to slowly manipulate people to get on her side, but then I decide not to.

Most of the passengers are useless at the moment, and if she manipulates them, we might get at least something out of them.

The same way she manipulated Cassian and Dominic. Now I am sure of it.

Isn’t her skill too powerful?

I am sure I can counter it somewhat because of my [Focus], and I have a theory that having higher mana helps too, so I decide to invest all three points into it the next time I level up.

As for now, Sophie is avoiding Tess and Hadwin.

Tess, most likely because of me, and Hadwin because he’s probably at a higher level than her.

Yet I am not naïve enough to believe that she won’t try to control them if given an opportunity.

Once again, I think about stopping her, maybe even killing her, but quickly change my mind, and my suspicion grows.

To test it, I try something.

I think about hurting Cassian, and it’s easy to imagine myself fighting him, hurting him. Yet when I try to do the same with Sophie, my mind wanders, and something makes me change my mind while looking for excuses to do so.

This can’t be good, can it?


CHAPTER 21

WORST ENEMY



Iam sure that there are some lingering effects of Sophie’s skill. Unfortunately, I am unable to detect them at the moment. They seem to prevent me from hurting Sophie. They don’t seem to affect me when I think about hurting someone else, so in the worst case, I can just blackmail Sophie.

That makes me reaffirm my decision to invest my next stat points into mana. I just don’t know what else I can do, and my mind becomes a mess every time I think about it.

Sure, I can go and hurt her sister even now, but then what? Sophie will surely hate me, and I might be unable to fight back properly.

Should I ask Tess or Hadwin to do it?

It could work, but it might end up with her using them, or she may have already done so, and they won’t be able to do anything about that.

So even though it deeply disgusts me, I need to give it a bit more time and learn more about how the skill works and what I can do to counter her.

Leveling up [Mana Perception] and [Mana Manipulation] should help me find what she did to me and counter it somehow. For now, it would be better to avoid her as much as I can.
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After a few hours, Cassian and Dominic seem to be fine, so I drink plenty of water.

It smells and tastes slightly like gasoline.

That’s another thing Cassian will have to pay for.

I know it’s probably hard to wash it out properly, but he could try harder, right?

Still, I drink plenty and get some for Tess. After that, I grab one bottle and save it for later.

Obviously, there are a lot of people screaming and complaining, but I let Hadwin take care of that and move slightly away. No one bothers me, and I just filter out all the noises…

From the corner of my vision, I notice Biscuit the corgi eating small pieces of raw deer meat that fell from its carcass while Hadwin skinned it. The dog is trying to chew it, but the meat seems to be too firm for the small corgi to eat, so he just gulps it and runs toward the circle of complaining people while barking.

It looks like we have another tester besides our duo.

After a bit of complaining and worrying, they ate a few pieces of meat, so now we are waiting. If they are fine after a few hours, I will take some too. I am sure that will start another round of complaining, but that’s what Hadwin is for!

Yup. I will shamelessly eat some, save some for later, and disappear into the background.

Yup, again.

Tess will get a lot of it as well since it’s her kill, and the rest isn’t my problem.

Most likely, Hadwin will share some. It’s not like we can put it into the fridge or plan to smoke it, so it’s better if they eat it rather than throw it away.

I take a gulp of water, and Biscuit comes running to me. His owner, the older lady, is still complaining to other people.

Biscuit sniffs and barks softly while poking my leg with his snout. His short tail swings wildly, but the tail is so short that it looks more as if he is shaking his butt. Like every corgi, he seems to be smiling cheekily.

Sigh…

I pour some water into the cupped palm of my hand and let him drink it. I repeat this a few times. Biscuit drinks everything and keeps licking my hand to get the last bits of water. Then, for a moment, he waits, and when he sees I am not pouring more, he barks, turns around, and runs back to his owner while barking at the people surrounding her. He wobbles from side to side as he runs because of his short legs.

We will have to go for water soon enough, but what if that bear is there?

Somehow, dying due to a lack of water doesn’t sound that bad of an option.
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After a few more hours, everything seems fine, so I eat plenty of meat. Because of our lack of seasoning, it tastes very bland, but it’s food, so I eat as much as I think I can without making myself sick.

Tess gets her portion, and she shares some with a few kids.

Then another round of complaining starts.

As I sit by the bus and eat a few more pieces of meat, the corgi comes running to me and starts poking my leg with his snout.

Shameless little bugger.

With a sigh, I feed him a few small pieces of meat, and when he sees he won’t get more, he runs back to his owner while barking.

It looks so similar to the last time that I wouldn’t be surprised if I were in some kind of time loop.

Tess is still on the roof of the bus, keeping watch, and I keep feeling pulses of mana from her. My [Mana Perception] is now easier to use than before, so the pulses are more clear. I am sure she is training her [Psychokinesis].

Relying on her just a little bit, I practice my mana manipulation. Focusing on my legs, I keep sending mana into them. It’s much more difficult than with my hands for some reason. Maybe because of the distance from my heart? I need to spend more mana to be able to reach my feet, but I keep pushing it. My intention is to use it to strengthen my legs. Maybe to be able to kick stronger or make me run faster?

To be honest, I don’t know. It feels as if I am a monkey and someone put me inside the cabin of a helicopter and told me to fly.

It’s annoying and discouraging.

But it’s fun.

Every time I learn something, it feels as if it’s worth it.

What excites me the most is the new skill I got from the past few hours of practicing. I did completely use up my mana a few times, and I still feel lightheaded, but I feel that it’s well worth it.

[Oscillation].

The skill is still only at level 1 and far from being useful in combat. Right now, I can use it while in deep focus [Focus], and the result is a tiny thread of mana extending from the tip of my finger. I was able to extend it a bit more than before and make it denser, and I was able to make it vibrate while testing. The result is an extremely sharp thread of mana.

During that, I also gained one mana stat point.

In the future, I hope to be able to apply [Oscillation] to weapons to make them sharper, but I am still far from that.

I stop my thoughts when Tess stands in front of me.

“The sun hasn’t moved at all since we came here.”

That’s also something I already noticed. We have been here for close to twelve hours, yet the suns are still in the same spot as when we arrived.

“Kevin said that there are some places in Alaska where the sun doesn’t set for over two months, so maybe it’s something like that?”

Maybe?

“Someone said that two suns so close to each other shouldn’t be possible. The second one wouldn’t be so bright. Its brightness would be that of a bright star at most. Something about a binary star system.”

I shrug.

“Also, I got my [Psychokinesis] to level 2,” she adds, and to prove it, two small stones float over the palm of her hand, spinning around each other.

“Did you try throwing stuff and pushing them with your skills to make them go faster?”

She nods.

“I’m not that proficient yet, and most of the time, it’s worse than just throwing it, but I will get there.”

“What about the others?”

She sighs shortly.

“Most of them are too stressed to even try something. Unsurprisingly, younger people seem to be getting into it a bit easier, but only a few were able to use their skills.”

While we talk, her eyes keep moving around, still keeping watch.

“Kevin was able to use his [Reflection]. When you throw some small thing at him, he can reflect it back at you, but with much weaker force.” The tiniest smile appears on her lips. “He says he can’t wait for his Hero class.”

Dude… What’s with kids nowadays?

“I have a feeling that someone’s trash-talking me!”

Tess sighs quietly and rolls her eyes a bit as a few school kids come closer to us. The boy leading them looks at me and smiles brightly.

“You must be the wulf slayer!”

Wulf?

“I expected you to be taller.”

“You smell a bit.”

“Kevin!” one of the girls shouts at him.

Is he asking for a beating?

“Anyway, nice to meet you.” He reaches out with his hand, but I ignore it and continue sitting on the ground.

The same girl who yelled at him before pushes him back.

“W-we are sorry… Kevin is… weird sometimes.” She ignores his outrage. Then she shyly smiles at me. “We wanted to thank you for…”—gesturing around—“for everything, I guess.”

Finally, some appreciation. Praise me more, bring me some offerings; sweets would be nice.

Darn, I would love some chocolate.

And sure, I may have done it all for myself, but they don’t have to know. So I nod.

“At least introduce the others, Kevin.” Tess shakes her head and starts pointing at people while introducing them.

Kevin Wilson, eighteen years old, with messy brown hair, the kid with a weird laugh.

Lily Chen, a petite seventeen-year-old girl, seems to be shy. Black hair tied in a ponytail.

Kim Min-Jae, a fifteen-year-old boy with big glasses. He is really thin.

“Others are keeping watch.” Kevin smiles once again.

He seems to be really bright and optimistic. Already I don’t like him and his seemingly endless energy.

My worst enemy, an extrovert. I already feel as if he is sucking the life out of me.

Is it a skill? It must be, right?

Tess probably notices my growing annoyance and stops Kevin, who is already talking about the class he would like to get.

Why Necromancer, and why does he think it will be OP? What happened to the Hero class?

Whatever.

“I wanted to show you something.” Once again, he smiles. “Try throwing a stone at me,” he challenges me.

So I grab a stone from the ground and throw it at him without any hesitation. I aim between his eyes. That surprises him a bit, but the stone comes close to hitting him and then flies back at me. The speed at which it flies back is much slower, and even the force seems to be weaker.

A cocky smile appears on his face, and then a second stone hits him right in the forehead.

“Fuuuuc…” He staggers back and starts rubbing his forehead while reproachfully staring at me.

Another stone hits his nether region.

“What the heck!” he screams in pain.

Deflect that, dipshit! Hahaha.

Look, he deserved that, and I am the last person to deny that I can be really petty sometimes.

“What was that for?” he asks, covering his crotch and looking at me like a sad puppy.

“I would recommend to you to practice a bit more.”

The skill seems to be fairly useful, but it doesn’t matter if the person controlling it is just a clown.

He sighs.

“You sound just like my dad. Practice more, Kevin. Use your brain, Kevin. Why are you so dumb, Kevin?” He gestures wildly and looks straight at me. “I will, I will, don’t worry.”

Something tells me that he isn’t taking this whole situation too seriously.

Kim and Lily seem to be fairly scared. It’s easy to see from the way they twitch sometimes and keep nervously glancing toward the forest, yet Kevin is… Well, I guess it must be slightly calming for other kids to be around him. It’s his life, so you do you, Kevin.

“See ya later.” He waves, and the others follow him. Kim nods toward me, and Lily gives me a small smile.

“I will go back to watch.” I nod back at Tess as she says so.

“Buuurito, Buuurito, come here, boy,” Kevin calls as they walk away from us.

“It’s Biscuit. Miss Samantha won’t like it if you keep calling him like that…” I hear Lily say.

Then they exit my hearing zone, and I get back to practicing.


CHAPTER 22

TROLL



In the end, Hadwin decides to smoke the rest of the meat. His reasoning is that the smell of meat wouldn’t attract much more attention than a group of more than twenty people.

The bus and the clearing have become our base, and it looks like we can’t go anywhere if we want to take the bus with us, as the clearing is surrounded by dense forest that’s too thick for the bus to move through.

So we all wait for the end of the [Side quest]. During that time, I drink some water, eat some meat, take a short nap on the floor inside the bus, and practice handling my skills and mana.

The sun, or whatever it is in the sky, does not move at all. For a whole twenty-four hours, not even a little bit. The weather is the same. The clouds look mostly the same. The wind is the same.

There is something deeply disturbing about that.

Then, a few minutes before the completion of the [Side quest], a man stops in front of me.

“Ethan Lee,” he introduces himself. He is ten or so years older than me, and his clothes are as neat as they can be in our situation. I notice a few luxury brands, and even his watch seems to be expensive.

“Greetings, Nathaniel, right? I couldn’t help but notice your impressive skills, and you seem to be one of the few people with some balls on them. I’ll be direct. I’m pretty affluent in the real world. I’m willing to compensate you for your assistance in keeping me safe. Of course, I understand if you have other priorities, but I think you’d be missing out on a valuable opportunity if you passed this up.”

Uh? Okay? Is he for real?

Just out of curiosity, I ask, “How much?”

“Excuse me?”

“I am asking how much you are going to pay me.”

“Oh, I see, straight to the point.” He gives me a sly smile and fixes his clothes. “One million dollars,” he says, as if it’s something amazing.

I give him a moment, but he doesn’t say anything else.

Dumbass.

“What do you think will happen when we get back to Earth?” I ask.

“You’ve lost me there…”

One million dollars? What does he think will happen if we get back to Earth? Even right now, someone like Sophie would be worth tens of millions with her skill.

In five years? Just a handful of people could be enough to screw over entire nations.

One million. That’s funny. Really.

“I am not interested.” The conversation ends for me at this point, and I don’t even listen to what he says. After a minute, he just leaves, and I get back to counting down until the completion of the quest.

Side quest completed

Please choose one of the following rewards:

- Flint and Steel Fire Starter

- Crossbow

- Short Sword

- Pouch of Dried Rations

- Portable Leather Flask

- Small Hand Shovel

- Cloak

- Mace

- Longbow

- Light Armor

- Leather Bracers

- Chainmail Hauberk

- Full Plate Armor

- Shield

- Spear

- Dagger

- Halberd

- Greataxe

- Greatsword

- Scale Armor

- Padded Armor

- Bedroll

- Clothes

- Waxed Canvas Tarp

- Sling

- Warhammer

The list continues and is literally hundreds of items long without any categories, not even in alphabetical order—just a mess of random stuff.

Obviously, I have to scroll through all of them and see if there is anything more useful than what I wanted.

I go through the entire list, and in the end, it’s still either a mace or a spear.

Since the start, I’ve wanted to pick a weapon, as everything else is useless if I’m not able to defend myself.

The spear might be more versatile and easier to master—I think. It can also be used for hunting or fishing, and for someone who doesn’t have experience with weapons, it could be easier to handle than a mace. Another advantage is reach, but that could also be a disadvantage in a dense forest.

The mace, on the other hand, is more fight-focused and less versatile. Also, I would have to get close to the enemy to deal damage. Yet, I like this option a bit more, as I should be able to deal much more damage just by swinging it like a bat, and it should be more durable without needing to sharpen the blade.

So, in the end, I pick the mace.

The weapon appears in front of me. No flash, no noise. It just appears on the ground right in front of me. One second, there’s nothing, and then, even without me blinking, there’s a mace on the grass.

I feel goosebumps all over my body. I even activated my [Focus] and [Mana Perception], but I didn’t notice a thing.

One more thing I hate about this whole situation.

I bend down and pick up the mace.

The handle is made of sturdy wood. It is smooth to the touch, making it comfortable to grip. The head of the mace is made of iron, with menacing flanges protruding from it. The weight of the iron head feels substantial, making the mace feel heavy in my hand.

The entire mace feels balanced, making it maneuverable and easy to wield, even for someone like me who is inexperienced with such weapons.

Hmm, not bad. I think I like it overall.

I give it a few swings; it will take some time to get used to it, but it’s doable.

Okay, let’s check if we got a new side quest.

[Floor quest]

Stay alive for 30 days.

Rewards:

- Entrance to the second floor

- Access to Community

- 1 skill point

- 5 stat points

[Side quest]

Reach level 10.

Rewards:

- Trait of your choice

Huh? A Trait? What could it be? I didn’t notice anything like that before. Is it something new?

Also, what about classes?

Does “unavailable” mean that I don’t fit the requirements to get one, or are they just straight-up unavailable to me in Hell difficulty or on the first floor?

The longer we stay here, the more questions I have.

When I look around, I notice a short bow in Hadwin’s hands. This decision surprises me slightly, as it seems like a dumb one.

Then, I see a few other people bringing him stuff.

Short sword.

A shield.

Axe.

Ethan is one of the people giving Hadwin their gear.

Huh? Did he make some deal with all of them? And they agreed? How dumb are they?

Hadwin might be more ruthless than I thought.

To be honest, I might be disappointed I didn’t come up with that by myself.

Tess and Sophie both got a spear. Kevin is already putting on some sort of armor.

So what now?

If things go the way the last twelve hours went, surviving one month doesn’t seem that impossible. We already have a source of water, and we should be able to hunt a few more animals.

That’s option one.

Option two is going into the forest with the purpose of leveling up.

The second option is much more dangerous, but there is also a chance that something will attack us even when we’re not trying to level up. So just sitting here and trying to survive feels naïve to me. The safety we’re feeling now is super unreliable and feels more like luck than something that is expected.

Soon after, I notice Hadwin and Sophie grouping up. Cassian and Dominic join them, and they slowly enter the forest.

Hadwin even looks toward me, and a small, apologetic smile appears on his lips. Then, they’re gone.

Well, there goes the neighborhood watch.

I don’t want to sound too cocky, but they better be careful, going there without me. If this were a video game, I’d be mashing the quick-save button right now.

Also, did I just get ditched?

What the hell, Hadwin?!

Did Sophie get him as well, or was it his decision? Does he think he doesn’t need me now when he’s more geared up? Is his target becoming stronger than me? I don’t like it, not even a little bit. And what annoys me probably the most is that I somehow did expect Hadwin to organize everything and then come to ask me. Sure, I did want to rely on him while dealing with other people, but this?

Since when did I become so indecisive and come to rely on others to take the lead?

“Tess.” I stop in front of a bunch of kids. “Are you going with me?”

I’m not in a good mood, so if she declines, I’m done with her.

That will be it, and I’ll start a solo career as the world’s least social adventurer. Sure, it will become more dangerous, but I can do it. If Sophie and Hadwin become stronger, I’ll be at a disadvantage.

Tess just nods shortly and stands up.

“I’d like to take Kevin as well; I already gave him my old spear.”

Kevin is standing there, wearing armor and holding her old spear. There’s excitement visible on his face. It seems like they already talked about it.

“He’ll have to listen to me. Did you explain it to him?”

“He will; we did talk about that, right?”

Kevin nods. This time, he seems to be a bit more serious.

We take a little bit of time to get ready.

“Let’s go.” I lead them toward the opposite side of the clearing where the others disappeared. I put my knife away, and I hold the mace in my right hand as we enter. My left hand is almost fully healed, so I feel confident.

Me at the front, Tess behind me, with Kevin at the last back; his main job this time is to leave marks for us so we won’t get lost. At the start, I don’t forget to control him a little bit, but he’s doing it properly.

As always, I am surprised by how normal this forest looks, sounds, and smell as we enter deeper and deeper.

“Right side,” Tess whispers after what feels like around thirty minutes of walking.

We all instantly slow down. “It looks like the deer we found last time,” she continues, so I nod. “Deer level 3.”

“You can kill it.”

I don’t have enough range to hunt it, but Tess should be able to kill it from what I saw before, and some experience is good for her. With my [Mana Perception] activated, I watch as she throws her new spear. It flies much faster than it should. It also changes its trajectory a little bit as it leaves her hand.

With a scream, the deer falls to the ground. Dead.

Nice, get destroyed, Hadwin.

“Wait.” Her voice is louder than before.

Rustling.

Stomping.

A tall figure moves away branches of trees and stops in front of the deer; it sniffs the deer and then looks right toward us.

[Troll, Level 6]

It’s a hulking mass of muscle standing three to four meters tall. Its long arms hang down, easily reaching the ground as it slouches menacingly. Dark, mottled skin stretches tightly over its massive frame, a grotesque display of raw power. Its monstrous face is a horrifying sight, with rows of massive teeth protruding from its twisted, gaping maw.

The troll’s eyes, filled with a predatory hunger, stare right at us.


CHAPTER 23

BLOOD AND ANGER



My first instinct is to run away. The monster is easily twice my height, and its arms are abnormally long, reaching the ground. Its legs are a bit shorter, and it’s slouching. Its mouth is full of long, sharp-looking teeth.

As I turn around, something makes me stop. Both Kevin and Tess are holding their spears, pointing them in the direction of the monster. Their stances are wide, and they are clearly ready to fight, even when the tips of their weapons are shaking slightly, especially Kevin’s.

I clench my teeth.

Since when? Since when have I become like this?

I squeeze the weapon in my hand.

I kept thinking about running away; I did start relying on Hadwin, and I even waited for him to make the first move and take me with him.

What bullshit.

I hear another roar and stomping behind me.

It’s fine if I am realistic and run away from fights I can’t win, but why did I stop believing in myself and didn’t even think about fighting the monster?

[Focus].

[Mana Manipulation].

[Mana Perception].

I activate all of my skills, and the world loses some of its colors as the mace in my hand creaks.

I am so pissed off, but up until now, I tried to hold it back.

Hadwin?

Goddamn asshole. I will beat him up for even thinking about messing with me.

Sophie? Just wait, there is a lot you have to pay for.

Cinderbear?

Fuck you, you overgrown asshole.

I bury my leg into the soil, and the ground under my feet cracks slightly as I dash right against the attacking monster.

I focus more, and the world loses even more of its colors. Everything other than the troll seems blurry, and the sounds the troll makes seem louder.

Pain hits me as I use both of my hands to grab the mace.

The troll swings its right hand, and without any hesitation, I move to the right, closer to its body, and duck under its hand.

More mana.

My muscles complain from stress as I don’t even try to save mana, and let it wildly flow through my body.

Crunch.

I hit its knee with the mace. Together with a loud crack, it roars, and saliva flies out of its mouth.

The troll supports its weight by putting its hand on the ground, but I instantly lift the mace high into the air.

Crack.

The mace hits its arm.

Another roar and the monster’s bloodshot eyes look at me.

I duck under its swinging left hand and hit its wounded knee once again.

It lets out a louder roar full of pain.

At the same time, a spear hits the side of its face, but it only scratches it slightly. I grab the falling spear from the air and throw it back where it came from.

Another swing, and I dodge again. Then the monster puts more weight onto its wounded knee and tries to charge me.

The charge is slow, and I carefully move behind the tree. The monster roars at me.

Then another spear hits him, this time on the back of the head. The troll roars and turns around.

Instantly, I move closer and, with full power, hit its other knee.

My muscles burn. My forearm hurts from aftershocks. The wound I made seems devastating, the mana strengthening my attacks beyond belief.

The troll turns back to me, and Tess quietly gets behind the troll.

Kevin helps and stabs the troll a few times. He isn’t able to hurt it too much, but it makes the troll try to turn around while supporting its weight with its hands.

Crack.

I hit its unwounded hand as it tries to turn. It roars, full of pain and hate. Then the troll turns back to me again. It’s breathing wildly, drool is flowing from its mouth, and it keeps making biting moves with its mouth.

I hit its hand once again, and Tess and Kevin continue stabbing it from behind.

This time, the troll doesn’t turn around and keeps staring at me with the eyes of a wild animal pushed into a corner.

Through my [Mana Perception], I feel Tess collecting a large amount of mana. Right after, her spear burrows itself deep into the back of the troll’s neck, and blood starts flowing out of its mouth.

While trying to put some weight on its legs, the monster wobbles and falls down. It tries to support its weight with its arms, but it’s unable to, and it falls face-first to the ground.

Waiting for that, I run more mana through my body and quickly step closer, and hit the side of its head with as much power as I can muster.

Then again and again.

Blood splashes onto me, and its roar is almost deafening.

One of its arms partially hits me, and it throws me through the air.

I roll to reduce the impact and stand up.

The mace is still in my hand.

Tess grabs Kevin’s spear and throws it at the troll with a push of her mana, and this time, it burrows deep into its eye.

The monster tries to stand up using its hands, but it’s just flailing wildly, unable to do so.

While dodging its arms, I step closer and once again hit the side of its head.

Crack.

Its movements slow down, and the monster spasms a few times before powerlessly falling down.

[You have defeated the troll - Level 6]

[Level 3 > Level 4]

Without thinking, I put all three of my stat points into Mana.

I proceed to pull out both spears and throw them back to Tess and Kevin.

In the process, more blood lands on me: on my hands, my shirt, my face. But I just wipe it off with the palm of my hand.

“Use your stat points,” I tell Kevin.

He nods.

“Already did so,” says Tess.

I check the troll from up close, but there doesn’t seem to be anything useful worth taking. So, instead of that, we move to the deer.

It’s smaller than the one before, and we make Kevin carry it while taking short breaks once in a while.

When we get closer to the clearing, Tess notices something and stops us.

“Two goblins, level 2 and 3, red tattoos,” she whispers.

I don’t like that at all.

They are too close to our base, and their tattoos are different.

“Level 3 is mine. You and Kevin take care of the other one,” I say.

It’s good for them to get as much practice as they can.

Kevin slowly puts his deer on the ground, and we sneak closer to the goblins. Tess leads us right into their path, and we crouch behind the trees and bushes and wait for them to walk into us.

Let's see how you like it.

I still remember them doing a similar thing to us while being led by the goblin shaman and that goddamn wolf.

They slow down as they come closer, and I can hear them sniffing.

Without waiting any longer, I rush at them as a surprised scream escapes their mouths.

The level 3 goblin stabs at me, but I dodge it and hit its head while strengthening my body. Its head explodes like a watermelon hit by a sledgehammer.

Pieces of bone and brain fly everywhere, and its headless body falls to the ground.

Heads up! Oh, wait…

Well, that’s one way to blow someone’s mind.

Not having anything else to do, I watch as Tess and Kevin fight against the other goblin armed with a spear.

Tess is holding back a little bit and letting Kevin fight the goblin, but every time it tries to charge him, she stabs at its leg.

At some point, Kevin uses his skill, and the goblin’s attack bounces off him while he pushes closer, and his spear goes through the goblin’s chest.

After a while, the green monster dies.

We then grab both spears, and Kevin once again puts the dead deer on his back.

“Ugh, why did I have to end up with Bambi on my back?!” the eighteen-year-old schoolkid complains, while struggling to maintain his balance as he carries the dead deer through the forest. “Seriously, though, can someone remind me why I’m the one doing this? I mean, I’m not even a certified deer-carrying expert!” He continues to grumble playfully, trying to lighten the mood despite his obvious discomfort.

I mostly ignore his grumbling, and Tess is focused on keeping watch.

Her [Farsight] has proven itself really useful this time.

As we walk through the forest, I circulate mana through my body. Not a massive amount, just a little bit to get more used to it. I also use [Mana Perception] once in a while, but the only reaction I am getting is a weak pulse of mana from Tess.

In the end, we get safely back to the clearing. Before we enter, I stop them.

“Beginning now, try to avoid Sophie as much as you can. She has some skill that can influence people’s feelings or make them feel what she wants.”

Sure, I wanted to ignore what she does as she could make other people stand up and do something that isn’t hiding inside the bus… That would also increase my chances of survival.

But now that they kicked me out of their club?

Fuck them.

I want to see them dealing with a bunch of angry people if it gets out.

“Tell others to be careful and don’t let her touch you. It makes her skill stronger.”

I am sure Tess will be careful, and I have a suspicion that Kevin’s skill might counter hers if he levels it up.

[Reflection].

What would happen if he used it while she is trying to influence or manipulate him?

“If Sophie talks to you, try using your skill,” I say to Kevin.

“Who knew being a human mirror could come in handy, huh? So, no worries, my brain is staying off-limits!” He chuckles.

We enter the clearing. As we get closer, we find people once again huddled closer to the bus. There are a bunch of people surrounding someone.

As we get closer, I spot a haggard Hadwin, Sophie, and Dominic.

And Cassian?

He is sitting, his back against the wall, while they wrap a piece of cloth against a terrible wound.

His entire right arm is gone.


CHAPTER 24

THE PRICE OF HELP



Cassian’s breathing is rough. He inhales sharply and quickly exhales as if trying to take in as much air as he can. His pupils are dilated, and he is shaking. Blood keeps flowing out of the terrible wound, and his skin is getting paler by the second.

The one most shocked by all of this is Dominic. The man is trying to squeeze the wound, tie something around it, doing everything he can to stop the bleeding. His hands are shaking almost as much as Cassian himself.

“Damn it, not like this…” He keeps pressing a piece of cloth against the wound. “Someone… do something!” he screams.

The only answer to his pleas is quiet mumbling and then silence.

After a while, Cassian loses consciousness.

“No, no, no, wake up, wake up,” Dominic keeps shaking him. “Hadwin, help me, for God’s sake. Sophie, you too.” He turns to them, but his answer is only silence.

No one knows what to do.

“He’s like this because he tried to protect you!” The rage is visible on his face as he turns toward Sophie. “So, at least freaking say something!”

No answer, and she averts her face away from him.

“You bitch!” He rushes at her but quickly comes to a stop when Hadwin blocks his way.

“Dominic, you have to calm down. Acting like this won’t help anyone.” His voice is soft but firm.

“You… you…” Dominic clenches his fists, and I can almost hear his teeth grinding.

Then he swings his fist at Hadwin.

Unsurprisingly, it doesn’t land.

Hadwin easily dodges it and hits Dominic’s chest. Even I can see that he is not using his full force, yet Dominic flies back and falls to the ground.

“I’m sorry… but there’s nothing any of us can do for him.”

“Damn it…” Dominic just covers his eyes and stays lying on the ground.

“Damn it…” he adds again.

So they just stand there, and in a few minutes, Cassian’s breathing stops. This time, his friend doesn’t say anything, just stares at him. After a while, his gaze turns to Sophie. It’s full of resentment. He just asks, in a quiet voice, Hadwin and the others to help him bury his friend.

But at this point, I’m done listening.

I poke Kevin to make him come back to reality, and with his help, I hang the deer by its hind legs in the same place where Hadwin skinned the first one.

I stand there for a second and just stare at the deer while playing with the knife in my hand.

I still remember Hadwin doing it, so I should be able to do it somehow, but damn, I’m not happy about that.

Sigh.

Let’s not waste more time.

I am about to make the first cut, but then I change my mind and decide to try something else. I use my new skill, [Oscillation], and a sharp, pointy shape of mana comes to existence on the top of my finger. Not waiting any longer, I make two cuts—one on the deer’s neck to get rid of as much blood as I can and the other one on its belly, from its hind legs toward its front ones.

The mana at the top of my finger isn’t as sharp as I would like it to be, so I enter [Focus] and activate [Mana Perception]. While feeling my own mana and watching its flow, I continue using [Mana Manipulation] to create a longer, sharper, and denser thread of mana.

Damn. Did it really take four skills to skin one deer?

I enter a deeper state of [Focus] and continue disassembling the deer. In the end, I don’t even use the knife and just focus on improving my mana manipulation and getting used to [Oscillation] as much as I could.

It is hard to use so many skills at once, and the mana drain is pretty significant to the point where I am thankful I had invested my stat points into the mana stat. When I finally run out of mana, I continue by using the knife.

Unfortunately, I didn’t level up any of my skills, but I am sure I improved the way I was handling them. While doing so, I also got a few new ideas, so I hurry up with skinning the deer so I can get to testing them.

I step back when I am done and look at all the harvested meat. It could be worse.

Not bad at all.

“Fuck, that’s brutal! Half of Bambi is still on his bones and the ground.”

Fuck you too, Kevin. Oh, and eat shit, Kevin.

“Hadwin did it much cleaner,” Tess says.

Even you, Tess?

“Yeah, I guess we’ll call it the ‘half-Bambi special,’” Kevin continues.

You are so done…

“Hadwin’s method was more ‘fine dining,’ while Nathaniel’s,”—Tess pauses—“ is more ‘post-apocalyptic buffet.’”

What does that even mean?

Kevin giggles. “It seems Nathaniel has taken a minimalist approach to skinning that deer.”

I interrupt them before they can continue. “Hey, Kevin?”

He turns to me, curiosity visible on his face.

“Yes?” he asks.

“Take a few kids and smoke the meat. You saw Hadwin do it, so learn from that. If you fuck it up, I swear you will be eating smoked deer ass until we get out of here.”

His pupils expand from surprise.

Reflect that, little twerp.

Then I turn to Tess, who is suspiciously on her way somewhere else, clearly much smarter than Kevin.

“Tess?” My voice is soft and creepy, even to myself.

She stops in the middle of her step and shudders. “Y-yes?” When she turns to me, she is trying to keep her face expressionless.

“You have two hours to get your Psychokinesis to level 3.”

“Ehm?!”

I leave her like that.
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After around an hour, Hadwin comes to me while I am munching on some dried meat from the first deer, and drinking some water. He waits until I finish and only then starts talking.

“Hey, I noticed you could use a few pointers when it comes to butchering a deer.”

Oi, are you asking for a beating? Look, it was my first try. I will do much better next time.

Okay?

Okay.

“I wanted to talk with you about what happened.” He finally gets to the reason he is talking to me. “We got attacked by a bunch of goblins. This time, they had red tattoos, and they had a goblin warrior with them. We didn’t have a chance and had to run away.”

Interesting.

Why didn’t they follow them?

But after looking at him, it seems like he wants to keep it to himself.

“We might have to go around to get to water or find another spot for it.”

I just sit there and wait. There is no way I am going to make it easier for him. It feels so good.

Go for it. Ask me what you wanted to ask.

Come on.

“We should create a bigger group and try it again. We are almost out of water,” he says.

Here. Just like that.

“We found plenty of trash bags, so we can transfer water in them,” he continues, then looks at me. “I need your help.”

Silence.

I take my time, actually enjoying torturing him like that. I know that he is a proud man, so asking someone less than half of his age for help must be painful.

After one minute, I finally give him my answer.

“I will help, but I want your handgun in exchange.”


CHAPTER 25

GUN CONTROL



“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

Am I enjoying it too much? Who knows.

Hehe.

But Hadwin is the one at fault here. Who asked him to pick Mindblender Missy over me?

He sighs. “Can you even use it? It’s not as easy as it looks.”

“Yes, yes, no problem.” Just give it to me already; it’s not like you have a choice.

His brain is almost smoking as he tries to come up with a way around it. He doesn’t like it at all, not even a little bit. But in the end, he sighs and slowly pulls out the weapon, offering it to me.

I shamelessly grab it. It’s the first time I’m holding a handgun, and it’s heavier than I thought it would be. It has a nice density to it and feels cold to the touch.

“So we have a deal?”

I nod in agreement. “Yes, we do.”

Then I use [Oscillation] and cut the handgun apart. I make two swipes, and my mana cuts through the iron from the Earth as if it’s no denser than butter. After ensuring it’s destroyed, I throw it into the forest as far as I can while strengthening myself with mana.

Hadwin’s face is the funniest mix of shock and anger. He opens and closes his mouth as if he’s a goldfish, and I swear I can see a vein popping up on his forehead.

Damn. He might attack me.

Wait. He might attack me?

Please do so!

You want to hit me, right? Just do it. If he does, I can mess him up, and later he would have to come back to me again, asking for forgiveness and for me to join him again.

Please, do it! Just one swing.

Unfortunately, he doesn’t do it in the end.

“Why…” he barely manages to say.

“So, in one hour, yes? I will be taking Tess and Kevin; you can pick the others.”

I leave without even answering, feeling much better than before our conversation. It’s finally gone! Gun control on Floor 1 is truly excellent.

I feel as if a sword threatening to cut off my head has disappeared. The gun was the weapon I was most worried about. Other than that, I am sure no weapon any passenger has threatens me, and I am sure no one can beat me in a fight, not even if a few of them group up.

Now I just have to deal with Sophie, and the only danger will be monsters.

I can’t even count how many times I shuddered when I heard Hadwin shooting his weapon. Every time, it could be a bullet going to the back of my head, and I wouldn’t even be able to do anything about it, not at my current level.

I don’t trust the man. He is too suspicious.

As for the gun’s usefulness… who cares? My safety is the most important, and I am sure I can survive or run away even without the gun, even if I have to sacrifice a few people to do so.

Cinderbear doesn’t count; fuck that guy.

“Tess, one more hour. Then we will go with Hadwin and a few others to bring back some water.”

She just looks at me.

Leveling up her skill isn’t going well, I guess.

“One hour,” I repeat quietly.

Instantly, a small stone flies straight at my head, and I dodge it by tilting my head.

Pfff, try hard…

My [Mana Perception] senses a pulse of mana from Tess and then a smaller one behind me. I dodge to the side just in time to avoid the returning stone that lands back in Tess’s hand.

At least pick a stone shaped like a boomerang if you want to do stuff like this.

I show her my thumbs-up and leave before she has a chance to react.

While walking away, I have a feeling that she’s showing rude gestures right at my back. She wouldn’t do that, right?

There’s no way.

Yet, I do not turn around to check and walk until I get back to Kevin, who is smoking some deer meat. There are three of his friends around him, and it’s almost funny seeing them all trying to put together enough brain cells to deal with such a difficult chore.

“Hey, Nathaniel.” Lily gives me a shy smile. Next to her is a Korean boy with big glasses. He just greets me by waving his hand.

“This is Jason,” she introduces the blond boy.

“Sup,” he says.

“Jason, help me out. Don’t slack,” Kevin complains and totally ignores me, so the boy just shrugs his shoulders helplessly and goes back to helping Kevin smoke the deer meat.

“Hey, Kevin.” He slowly turns to me, and I can see that his face is slightly blackened from his attempts to smoke the deer.

Hehe, here we go.

“Oh deer, what a disaster! What happened here?” I say slowly and as emotionlessly as I can.

Shocked silence.

“Total grilltastrophe!” I try to add some emotions.

“Hey, do not…” Kevin starts.

“Such stag-gering incompetence!”

He stands up, “Listen here…”

I don’t let him finish and hold my hand up. He pauses and looks at me while frowning.

“In one hour, we will go for some water. Me, Tess, Hadwin, and a few others. So be ready if you want to go.”

I leave again. The third time escaping and leaving my opponents utterly defeated behind me.

Oh, and it’s not like I spent an hour thinking of puns to say to Kevin.

Not at all.

Reflect that, you little twat.
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One hour passes fairly quickly, and we group up. On one side, it’s me, Tess, and Kevin; on the other, there’s still slightly mad Hadwin, Sophie, a fit-looking dark-skinned woman, and a tall man with ginger hair.

The woman is called Maya, and she is quick to tell us that she’s a certified personal trainer.

The man is Leon, and he is built like a strongman. His accent is really strong, but I can’t determine where he’s from.

Hadwin has a bow, a huge knife, and an axe. Leon has a mace similar to mine, and Maya has a spear similar to Tess’s.

Sophie is holding a small shield and a short sword.

“Tess will go first, and I will go right behind her.”

She glances at me; I can see that she’s somewhat nervous, but she agrees in the end.

Hadwin doesn’t complain at all, only lifts one of his eyebrows and nods. Kevin ends up to my left, while Leon is to my right. The rest follow closely behind.

We get to the water and collect it without issue.

The forest is quiet.

We are on our way back when the forest grows even quieter, and I realize that the wind has stopped.

My breathing becomes ragged, and my body feels tense.

A minute passes.

We walk in total silence.

Two minutes pass.

Our steps and breathing sound so terribly loud.

A few more minutes.

My hand hurts from squeezing my mace’s handle so hard.

A few more minutes.

I feel like vomiting.

More time passes.

The air feels so dry. All of us are breathing in loudly. It feels as if there isn’t enough oxygen in the air.

Two minutes away from the clearing near the bus, one of the suns disappears. All of us start running as if we planned it.

A minute or so later, another sun disappears.

Total darkness. Not even a speck of light. Someone starts screaming, and then scratching sounds come from all around us.

I recognize goblins growling, and plenty of wolves start howling.

I hear a lot of trolls and some noises—I don’t even want to know what makes them.

Someone begs for it to stop, and I can hear sobbing.

The cries of animals and monsters become louder and louder.

I hit something and fall down.

Mana is flowing through my veins, but I don’t see anything, as if someone gouged out my eyes.

I just feel the mana all around me. From the ground, the sky.

I throw up. Such a monstrous amount of mana.

Then there is light.

The black sky is suddenly pierced by a bright light, which unfolds into multicolored bands reminiscent of polar lights. The greens, pinks, and blues move rhythmically, casting a dim glow that transforms the darkness into a scene resembling a muted morning.

Then we hear a bus horn and the screams of goblins and people from the clearing.


CHAPTER 26

GOBLIN WARRIOR



“Izzy!” Sophie screams and runs to the bus. We follow behind her, just not as enthusiastically.

The bus horn keeps sounding, and the screams of goblins become louder and louder.

We exit the trees and see other passengers inside the bus. Most of them…

There are two bodies outside, and a few goblins keep stabbing their bodies while screaming. One of them are even taking a bite out of them.

Then there is another group of goblins surrounding the bus. They laugh and growl, still outside, as people inside keep poking out with sharpened sticks and weapons they got from the quest.

Sophie staggers onto the clearing.

“N-no…” She stops, seeing around thirty goblins in the clearing. Most of them are level 2 or 3, but some are level 5 goblin warriors.

“Izzy…” she calls quietly, but some of the goblins already turn to her.

A pulse of mana extends from her body to the surrounding area. The goblins that turned to her look confused, and turn back to the bus.

Another pulse of mana washes over the entire clearing. Even I feel something telling me to run away. Some goblins start to leave, but others poke them, growl at them, and they start looking and sniffing.

In between screaming voices, I hear that of a little girl; Sophie’s face is deathly pale.

“Please…” She turns toward us. Another pulse of mana from Sophie, and I stop Tess and Kevin from taking a step toward the clearing.

They shake their heads, confused.

Hadwin seems to resist, but Maya and Leon slowly move a step closer and then stop. Even Sophie’s skill is not yet strong enough to make them risk their lives.

The girl’s eyes then turn to me.

Not to Hadwin.

To me.

“Please, Nathaniel, please…” Her voice breaks. Now, I don’t feel any mana from her.

Is it doable? I look at the clearing.

Hmm.

I think it is. I can do it.

“Use your skill to make a few goblins come here. Around five.”

I squeeze my mace and step closer to her.

I see her biting her lips, but she nods. She most likely wants us to rush straight to the bus, but that’s too risky.

It’s harder to run that way in case something happens.

“Tess, save your mana as much as possible. Only throw your main spear at level 5 goblins and only if needed.”

Not wasting my mana anymore on [Mana Perception] or any other skill, I step a bit back, just far enough into the forest so not all goblins will spot us. Sophie most likely uses her skill, as six goblins turn, screeching, and rush toward us.

I breathe out.

Four level 2 and two level 3.

I breathe in.

With her spear, Sophie stabs the first goblin that rushes at us. The monster dodges it slightly and rushes closer to her, where it’s hit with Hadwin’s axe.

Tess attacks another one with much greater success, her spear stabbing its neck.

I surprise the goblin chasing me, aiming my mace at his face, but he lifts up his hand to block it. The mace breaks, and the goblin falls down screaming.

Another one comes at me. I step back, grab its spear, and make it lose its balance. Finally, I smash his head with my mace while he is staggering.

I notice Leon and Maya finishing off the first goblin I attacked.

Another one attacks me from the side, wildly swinging his dagger. And yet another one tries to hit Tess while she is still fighting the first one.

I strengthen my body with a little bit of mana and throw my mace, hitting the goblin that is attacking Tess. I’m able to distract him enough so she can defend herself.

I dodge the goblin’s knife and pull out mine, stabbing it into the monster’s back.

He screams. I pull out the knife and stab him again. This time I get him in the neck. I kick him away, and he dies on the ground.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 3]

Silence.

Every goblin is dead. Tess nods gratefully and throws me my mace.

The green monsters, meanwhile, don’t seem too eager to get inside. They are more interested in scaring the people hiding inside the bus.

Sophie is already bleeding from her nose; her skin is pale. She is probably using her skill to manipulate goblins.

Maybe she is making them want to tease and scare people before they kill them, so they won’t rush them instantly?

Is she making them ignore the screaming of their dying companions?

“I just need a few more minutes… I put more stats into my mana… I can do it…” She breathes heavily while clenching her teeth.

“Your sister doesn’t have that long.”

Pure desperation is visible on her face as she looks at me.

“Another group.” I point at a group of four goblins nearby, one of them a level 5 goblin warrior with a dangerous-looking stone axe in its hand.

“I…” She seems so tired, so weak.

“Just do it.” There is no pity in my eyes as I look down at her.

She breathes weakly.

“That’s all? You’re just going to sit there because you feel tired?”

I step closer to her.

“You will stop only because your head hurts a bit?” I give her a cold smile and whisper, so only she can hear, “But it’s okay, just lie down, and we can watch.”

Her eyes become colder and colder with every word I say. More blood starts flowing from her bitten lips, and then she turns toward the clearing.

“You are such a bastard…”

With a groan, she falls to her knees and becomes paler and paler. More blood starts flowing from her nose and drips from her chin onto the front of her shirt.

Then the goblin warrior turns its gaze toward us. He bares his teeth and moves closer, followed by a few more goblins.

“Tess, you take the one on the left. Hadwin, shoot the goblin warrior just a little bit before we start, and then take one. Leon and Maya, the last one is yours. Feel free to run if you want to, but if you do, don’t bother coming back.”

I step toward the goblin warrior and lower my stance. The goblin does the same.

He is slightly taller than the other goblins and slim. The tattoos that cover his skin are in a much darker shade of blue.

He rushes at me, and in the middle of that, an arrow scratches his arm. Another arrow completely misses him, and then the others start fighting their goblins.

Unsurprisingly, even a level 5 goblin is an amateur at best. His swings are faster and carry more force behind them. They are easier to read now that I’ve seen their fighting style and taken their unnatural speed and force into consideration.

I dodge the first swing. I dodge the second swing.

He growls, annoyed, and swings again, this time putting more force behind the swing. He loses a bit of balance when he misses, so I kick his leg, making him stagger even more.

I send just a little bit of mana through my body and swing downward with my mace.

He moves faster than before and is able to block it with his hand. It doesn’t break. There is a wound on it, it’s bleeding, but it doesn’t break.

He bares his teeth as if smiling, so I take a quick step back, and kick right his face with the bottom of my feet. I feel a crunch when his nose breaks.

Another loud roar, and he rushes me again, this time moving faster and using his hands to move while still holding the axe.

His face is a bloodied mask of rage.

[Focus].

The world becomes quieter. Under the polar lights, I focus on the goblin only.

He puts more strength into his left. I have already moved to the side by the time he jumps through the air, letting go of his axe. I feel mana from his hands as he reaches for me.

But I am not there.

More mana flows through my veins, and the mace’s handle creaks in my hands. I wait until he misses me before throwing my mace, full power at the goblin’s back.

Crack.

The green monster lands and tries to turn to me but instantly falls, losing all power in its legs. He roars and growls, but his legs do not move at all.

With a hateful look in his eyes, he starts crawling toward me with surprising speed. I leap a back few steps.

I hold his axe in my hand. Before he gets to me, I throw it at him, using some mana. He covers his face, so the axe just wounds him just a little bit.

What a terrible throw.

But when he pulls his hands from his face, I am already in front of him. My mace hits his head with full power. He desperately tries to cover his face with his hands, but it’s too late.

Crack.

Crack.

Splat.

He finally stops moving.

[You have defeated the goblin warrior, Level 5]

[Level 4 > Level 5]

I instantly put all three stat points into Mana, making it my highest stat.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 363d 18h 9m 59s

Level: 5

Strength: 7

Dexterity: 9

Constitution: 10

Mana: 11

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 3

Mana manipulation - Level 3

Mana Perception - Level 2

Oscillation - Level 1

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]


CHAPTER 27

MOVING FORWARD



Iget back to the others just in time to see Sophie collapse to the ground.

“I… I can’t anymore…” Her voice cuts off, and the goblins that had been ignoring us up until now start looking around confusedly, most likely wondering where their friends went.

I stare at Sophie for a moment, but it looks like that’s all I can get from her.

“Hey…” My voice spreads through the clearing, louder than it should be and distorted but recognizable as mine. All thanks to the mana I sent to my throat and vocal cords.

“You have ten seconds; if you stay inside and don’t attack the goblins after the time passes, we will leave.” My voice is cold, and I mean every word I say.

“You can’t…” Sophie barely gets out, supporting her body with her arm to look up at me.

But she doesn’t use her skill on me. She knows that would be it, and I would just leave her sister and the others if I sensed even a hint of her mana trying to manipulate me.

This time, I will decide on my own, and if I put myself in danger, it’s only because I am sure I can survive it and gain something out of it.

The goblins screech and sniff and slowly turn toward the sound of my voice.

Even if they rush us now, I am sure I can run away pretty easily.

If they don’t attack them, I will leave. I won’t risk my life just for them to sit on their asses.

“Five…” My voice spreads through the clearing, and goblins start slowly moving toward us, ignoring the bus and its passengers.

“Four.”

Two goblin warriors poke and push a few other goblins, making them more aggressive.

“Three.”

One of the goblin warriors is level 6. He holds a dagger in each of his hands; the other one is level 5 and holds a spear.

“Two.”

Their backs are turned to the bus, and they are halfway to us, leaving two half-eaten bodies behind them.

“One.”

My voice is louder and sounds more like me as I keep improving my usage of mana.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 3 > Mana Manipulation - Level 4]

The doors of the bus open, and an older man, the bus driver— I think Jacob is his name—hurries out, waving an axe in his hand. His voice is weak and shaky, but he is attacking. Right behind him, a few more people attack, forcing some of the goblins to turn around and deal with them.

For a second, the thought of running away goes through my mind. As they distract the goblins, I would get at least a few more minutes to run without being pursued.

But shouldn’t you run only if you are sure you can’t win?

I step toward the attacking goblins and enter [Focus]. All useless noises become filtered out. Some colors lose their vibrancy, yet some become that much more vibrant—the color of blood, polar lights on an inky dark sky.

“Sophie, make the goblin warriors focus on me.”

I saw them fighting; none of the people could deal with them, especially if the goblins attacked in multiples.

“Tess, you will stay here and support others with ranged attacks. Use spears from dead goblins.”

They are already so close.

“Kevin, you will be on the front line with Leon and Hadwin, and Maya will support you.”

I am surprisingly calm.

Around twelve goblins are rushing at us, and I see around five of them fighting with other passengers. Goblin warriors stay slightly in the back, and I dash toward them while strengthening my body, right through a group of level 2 and 3 goblins.

I swing.

A head explodes like a watermelon.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 3]

Another swing.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 2]

Multiple goblins attack me, but I put more force into my legs and jump right over them while still running.

There are two goblins slightly behind and surprised to see me.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 2]

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 2]

Then I stand up in front of two goblin warriors. I feel a pulse of Sophie’s mana from behind me, and other goblins rush at them instead of turning back.

There are only six of them, so good luck.

Mana rages through my body, and I enter deeper and deeper [Focus].

[Focus - Level 3 > Focus - Level 4]

Breathe out.

The world becomes quieter, and I see only two opponents in front of me.

Breathe in.

I bounce on the balls of my feet and roll my shoulders back, a series of satisfying pops echoing.

Mana flares out, and I stomp my feet, feeling the earth respond beneath me.

The level 6 goblin dashes and, in a split second, reaches me with both of his daggers stabbing toward me. There is blood visible on his teeth.

Before he reaches me, I also dash toward him and swing my mace as if it’s a bat. At the last moment, he pulls his daggers back and blocks my attack, sending him staggering backward.

I step back, almost breaking my ankles from the pressure I put on them. A spear stabs through the place where my head was. I already hold my mace in my right hand, and grab a dagger with my left, before I start dodging the attack.

I send more mana through my body and feel the muscles in my left shoulder and waist tearing from the speed of the movement as I turn my body and stab the dagger right into the goblin’s left eye.

He tries to dodge but is unable to stop the inertia from his stab with a spear.

Then I jump to the side to keep the goblin warrior with the spear between me and the level 6 goblin. Just in time, two daggers stab the body of the dying goblin.

Both of them growl, one of them from pain, the other one from annoyance.

Before he pulls his daggers out, I swing my mace at his head, holding it only in my right hand. He ducks and pulls his daggers out, so I quickly twist my body and kick his face, from the pain I am feeling, I probably cracked my shin.

The goblin is able to leave a cut mark on my leg as he flies backward.

Before he gets a chance to fight back, I put more strength into my legs and dash at him. In my mind, I scream from pain.

My mace hits his hand, and one dagger falls down.

He dashes at me, and I kick the bottom of his chin in exchange for a long cut on my left hand. The hand that already has torn muscles.

The goblin wobbles a little bit from the kick, and a spear comes flying out of nowhere and stabs through his right hand.

Nice one, Tess.

The last dagger falls down, and I kick against him as he dashes at me with the spear still stuck in his hand. He drops down, and I swing my mace downward, using enough mana to make my muscles hurt.

His face deforms under the mace.

One more hit to the same place.

His leg keeps twitching, and foam forms around his mouth.

The last hit.

[You have defeated the goblin warrior, Level 6]

I turn around, take a few steps, and hit the conscious goblin on his head.

Once.

Twice.

[You have defeated the goblin warrior, Level 5]

[Level 5 > Level 6]

I put all stat points into mana and turn toward the bus.

Just a few more.


CHAPTER 28

A WEIRD THING TO SAY



When I reach the bus, only three goblins are left alive.

I hit the head of the goblin that is fighting with Jacob. He is the bravest one of the bunch, so I don’t mind helping him first.

I dent the goblin’s head, and he falls down, twitching and screeching. I step on his neck, and something cracks.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 3]

Another goblin is about to attack an older lady when her corgi’s sharp teeth sink into its leg, halting its swing.

Good boy, Biscuit!

I see that the goblin is about to kick the brave dog, so I dash and hit the goblin’s head. This time, I use mana, and his head explodes.

Hmm, am I getting too predictable?

Anyway.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 2]

After that, I finish off the goblin that is kept at bay by Lily and a few kids who keep poking their spears and sticks at him so he can’t get closer.

[You have defeated the goblin, Level 2]

That went pretty well, all things considered.

Jacob and a few other people look severely wounded, but the only corpses are the ones I saw at the start. A few people are still inside the bus, so I make sure to remember their faces. On the other side of the clearing, everything seems to have gone well.

Tess is not wounded, Hadwin also seems fine, but Kevin’s armor is dented. Sophie, on the other hand, appears unconscious, and I would swear that Leon is missing one or two fingers.

I check my status and don’t find anything new, so I look up at the sky once again.

The sky is inky dark with no stars at all. The only sources of light are the bright green, blue, and pink lights that swirl slowly in the sky, reminding me of polar lights, just much bigger and brighter.

I find it really beautiful.

The colors and movement are mesmerizing and provide enough light for us to see. The light is at the level of a dim morning, but it’s much better than the pitch-dark darkness we went through just a few minutes ago.

But.

WHAT THE HECK?

How do you even get rid of two suns?

Anyway, it’s almost certain that the suns we saw were fake, yet I can’t even begin to imagine what is actually going on.

A fake sky and some kind of projection?

I guess it could be. We just started to learn to use mana, and from looking at all kinds of skills, mana seems fairly versatile.

Tess comes closer. “Nathaniel…”

Darn, I didn’t even notice that I started spacing out while thinking about all of that.

“I’m out of cigarettes.”

Well, that must suck.

But what a weird thing to say at a moment like this. Just say what you wanted to say.

She slowly breathes in, a hint of emotion visible on her face.

“Jason and Miss Miranda died. Leon lost a finger, and there are many wounded people…”

I see. So? I didn’t know them at all, so there is no way I am going to mourn their deaths. She should know that.

Tess pauses for a long moment and looks at me as if trying to read my mind. She shifts slightly on her feet.

“Never mind, I’ll keep watch…”

Nice! Now, let’s talk with Sophie.

She is already back and inside the bus, her sister next to her. She’s already awake but still looking really tired. There’s a lot of dried blood on her lips, chin, and under her nose. Her sister keeps crying while Sophie caresses her hair.

A few people step away as I walk in and stop in front of her.

“Let’s talk.”

Sophie hesitates for a moment but then slowly stands up.

Her voice is soft as she whispers to her little sister. “Wait here for me, Izzy.”

We walk outside, just far enough away so other people won’t be able to hear and then we start talking.

“Name of your skill?”

“Manipulation,” she answers instantly.

“Your level and level of skill?”

“I am level 3, and the skill is also level 3.”

“Your second skill?”

“Mana Infusion.”

Huh, what a weird name.

“Explain.”

And she does so. It looks like her manipulation is what I thought it was. She can manipulate the emotions of other people, monsters, and animals. She can make emotions stronger or weaker, and if she spends enough mana or gets to touch her target, she can instill a feeling that the person didn’t initially have.

Her other skill allows her to infuse mana into living beings and objects. She doesn’t know what it does, for now, other than wasting her mana. It could strengthen some items or share her mana with others, maybe?

What’s most interesting is that she started on the first floor with her manipulation at level 2 and her mana with three stat points.

What the heck?

Even the system is playing favorites?

I did get [Focus], which only allows me to… well, focus.

Damn.

I want [Manipulation] or [Psychokinesis] too. Even [Reflection] seems to be cool as heck.

Anyway, the system is clearly playing favorites.

I also want to ask Sophie what she did to me, so I can’t even think about killing her, but I decide against it. During our whole conversation, I came to the conclusion that she doesn’t even know about that, so it might be better not to let her know that I can’t do much against her.

Before I leave, I get a promise from her that she won’t try to manipulate me or people around me.

My kids, my underlings, my minions.

My meatsmokers, my biological binoculars.

Obviously, I don’t believe her that much, but it should at least make her think twice, especially now when I can feel her using mana.

And that’s it.

That’s what I get for saving her sister, and we are now back to a cold war.


CHAPTER 29

IMPORTANCE OF MANA



Much later, all of us are either inside the bus sleeping or gathered around the fairly large campfire we set up, as it’s not only darker now but also colder. It’s not too cold, but it’s noticeable.

We’ve dragged all the dead goblins to the edge of the forest, perhaps in hopes that Cinderbear will eat them and leave us alone in case he comes back. We’ve also fortified our position somewhat.

To be honest, it’s pretty makeshift, but I guess it’s better than nothing. There are sharp sticks planted in the ground, pointing toward the forest. Some of them are quite long, while others are really short, possibly intended for goblins to step on.

We’ve also slightly upgraded the bus with pieces of wood that replace some windows and reinforce the entrance. It’s rather unsightly and took a long time to complete.

A few small groups of goblins came while we were working, but they were relatively easy to deal with. They consisted of only two to four goblins, all of them level 2 or 3.

So now, we just sit here. The fire crackles pleasantly, and the warmth feels nice on our skin. Oddly, the flames are redder than they should be—just another strange occurrence. At this point, I wouldn’t even be surprised if the flames shone like a rainbow.

I’m sitting on the ground, and nestled between my legs is a small corgi. Well, it’s not that small, to be honest, and it’s quite heavy and probably 10–20 percent bigger than before.

Surprisingly, this little doggo has taken a liking to me after I fed it a few times and saved it from a goblin.

Time to pay!

I boop its snout, and the corgi woofs in its sleep, mostly ignoring me.

Now that I look at it up closely, he really does resemble a burrito. Maybe Kevin isn’t that far off at this point.

As for the corgi’s owner? Well, she isn’t happy about it, but she doesn’t say anything—at least not to my face, obviously. I’m sure she isn’t so quiet behind my back.

But, darn it, Biscuit. You’re heartless.

Good boy!

What did she do to you? Did she try to turn you into a vegan or something?

I boop his snout once more; it’s cold, and the doggo only scrunches its face this time.

Tess is keeping watch again, along with Sophie and her sister. All three sit on the roof of the bus while a few more people keep watch from inside. We didn’t ask them to; they’re just that worried.

It’s easy to notice how close everyone is to each other as if seeking safety and warmth from the people around them.

Perhaps a bit too close? A little closer and Kevin will end up sitting on my lap—well, on Biscuit and then on my lap. I’m sure the bravest doggo of the first floor of Hell difficulty wouldn’t take that lying down.

On my other side is Lily. Like many people, she also leveled up and used her stat points. It seems that the experience requirements to level up from level 0 to level 1 are incredibly low. People were able to level up even after only poking a goblin once with a stick.

Oh, and one more thing. I’ve noticed that my emotions are somewhat subdued. The reason is most likely [Focus]. I finally realized that I’m maintaining a lower version of the skill almost constantly and only enter a deeper state when I want to. Has it almost become a passive skill?

It’s hard to explain, and I’ll need to experiment a lot more to fully understand it, but some of my emotions, such as fear, anxiety, and desperation, are still present—just much weaker than they should be. [Focus] is, well, allowing me to focus on my survival, and either I’m doing it on my own and unconsciously, or it’s part of the skill.

That would explain a lot.

Sure, I’m a pragmatic person, but even in situations like this?

Absolutely not.

So yeah, thanks, Mr. Focus!

I should be more concerned about having some of my emotions nearly erased, but if it’s for survival, I really don’t mind losing a few. As for what will happen to me after I level up [Focus] even more? That’s a problem for tomorrow’s me!

Thank you for your service, future Nathaniel.

I continue to use my skills and listen to the conversation of people around the campfire.

“…Noticed it even before we got there. There were some disappearances of people all around the world. I heard that an entire class of kids disappeared in Japan a few weeks ago, and another day, a plane full of passengers.”

Oh?

“I heard it too from my mom. Her friend said some people on the beach disappeared. She saw it with her own eyes. One moment they were there, and then they just vanished. Plus, a lot of animals started going wild lately, attacking people and stuff. Didn't they also spot super big wolves?”

Huh, am I the only one who didn’t notice anything? Well, who watches the news nowadays, right? And it’s not like I need a friend to hear such stuff from them. Yup, I’m not the odd one here.

“I thought it was just a bunch of nonsense. They didn’t even show it on the news. Just a few clickbait titles on websites. Some explosions in cities and terrorist attacks. Plenty of weird rumors…”

“So, do you think we’re not the only ones on the first floor? There might be some people who came here before us?”

“Maybe? You saw the rewards, right? One of them is Community, so maybe we’ll be able to talk to others?”

“Maybe we can create guilds!” Kim says.

A moment of silence, then they continue, completely ignoring the boy.

“There might be other difficulties other than Hell. If so, why did we end up here?” Hadwin looks around, and no one can answer. “Also, what will happen after we get back to Earth?”

Not after, Hadwin, IF. I don’t want to be mean, but it doesn’t look like most of us will make it.

“Can you imagine the mess it will create if a bunch of superhumans appear out of nowhere?”

Who cares? That’s tomorrow Nathaniel’s problem!

Maybe not even his; that’s the government’s problem! Finally, they will do something useful with my taxes.

“And we just started; look at how strong we are after just a little over one day,” Hadwin says.

A few eyes turn to me.

Darn, stop, I’ll blush.

But during Hadwin’s entire speech, I notice that he isn’t too unhappy. It’s hard to catch, but I swear I hear a hint of satisfaction and relief in his voice.

“How many floors do you think are here, Mr. Hadwin?” Lily asks quietly, and a few heads turn to the older man.

“I want to know that too. Also, do we have to move to another floor, or can we spend the entire five years on the first floor? That’s something we’ll have to think about. Other floors might be much more difficult, so staying here might be a good idea.”

A few people nod. They continue theorizing, but most of the time, they don’t say anything interesting, so I just filter it out. After some time, they begin talking about what everyone likes to talk about—themselves.

“I’m pretty well-off back on Earth, and I know some powerful people, so if we get back, I can arrange something for us. Imagine how much we can get paid with skills like this.”

Oh, come on, shut up, Ethan.

“What if we won’t be able to use our skills after we get back to Earth? What if all of this disappears?” Kevin says.

Huh? Good one, Kevin. It doesn’t sound too impossible.

The group around the crackling fireplace quiets down, everyone deep in their thoughts.

I look up at the beautiful lights in the sky. What would I do? I don’t like the thought of losing mana.

To be honest, I hate it.

I let it flow through my body, pushing it, making it circulate faster and slower as I wish. Wisps of mana appear on the tips of my fingers, like smoke, but then they become denser, sharper, and longer when I want them to.

That’s another problem for tomorrow’s me.

But I have a suspicion that tomorrow’s me would prefer staying over returning to Earth without mana.


CHAPTER 30

DEATH IN A DISTANT LAND



Fantastic. The phony “suns” have returned to grace us with their presence.

They just appeared out of nowhere and totally blinded us after a day in darkness, brightened only by beautiful polar lights.

The sky looks exactly like the sky we saw the moment we entered the first floor of this godforsaken Hell difficulty something.

Before that happened, we had to deal with one more attack of fifteen or so goblins led by a goblin shaman. The level 5 jerk died like he wasn't even trying.

The goblin shaman got sniped by Tess even before he was able to do anything. He just entered the clearing, and an unnaturally fast-flying spear, or should I call it a homing missile at this point, went straight through his chest and pinned him to the ground.

Look, I love my [Focus], I really do, but what the heck! Whose ass do I have to kiss to get it as well?

I see that Tess is trying not to act smug about it, but it’s making it even worse.

As a consolation prize, I was able to level up my [Oscillation] to level 2. It sure is hard to level up. Most likely because of how OP it is, right?

RIGHT?

So anyway, during the fight, I caught a few goblins alive.

Well, I broke their legs and hands, so they couldn’t do anything.

I totally don’t understand why that made some people slightly sick and look at me like that. I did it for them! So they could stab defenseless monsters with their spears to get some experience. It’s not like I can gain much from level 2 creatures anymore.

They should praise me, not look at me like that.

Also, give me some chocolate. Damn, I would kill for some sweets right now.

I was able to obtain a candy drop from Lily—she had saved one for later but was nice enough to give it to me.

In exchange, I gave her two bloodied level 3 goblins to finish up.

YES, I know, I know.

The candy is much more valuable and harder to come by than these green jerks. But I’ll pay more, no worries.

Lily didn’t seem to like it as much as I hoped, but that’s something to be expected. She seems too nice for a place like this.

Another thing is Biscuit.

The little doggo has grown a bit. His proportions are mostly the same, but he is slightly bigger. It might be the monster meat he ate, or maybe the little doggo is leveling up.

I swear, if he also gets an OP skill, I will be so angry.

He’s also becoming smarter every day. He already knows when I’m going to eat and sniffs around with big sad eyes that become super cheeky the moment I give him some food.

Shameless little bugger.

We were able to get some water once more, and Hadwin hunted a boar on his own and brought it back. The animal must have weighed twice as much as him, but he brought it back alone.

In comparison to the first day or so, this seems too easy.

This thing is called Hell difficulty, you know. It’s not like I’m complaining that we’re not getting eaten.

It just feels like the calm before the storm, so I stock up. I put plenty of food and a few bottles of boiled water inside my gym bag, and place it somewhere easy to reach, so I can grab it and run if needed.

I notice a few other people are doing the same.

It’s still difficult; we have to fight, hunt our food, fight for water, but… this is Hell difficulty.

There are such monsters as the Cinderbear, and seriously, fuck that guy.

Obviously, there is some infighting. Dominic still hates Sophie, and Hadwin as well, because the older man is defending her.

Oh, and one more person died from wounds she got during the fight with thirty goblins. Lily told me with red eyes that her name was Ava. It looks like she was fairly nice to the kids, so the girl seems to be sad about that.

As for me, I’m surprised that more people didn’t die and that more and more of them are asking us to bring them with us when we go hunting or for water.

Once again, Kevin kept trashing them behind their backs, calling them leeches and saying he won’t be power-leveling them, something about the bus and grinding.

As most of the time, I ignore him.

Even now, I have a suspicion that he has some life-drain skill. Every time he starts talking so excitedly, I feel as if he is sucking energy out of me.

It has to be a skill.

Tess always steps in and stops Kevin from talking. It’s nice to have someone to deal with people like him.

I’m not ungrateful, so I teach her in my free time. She was able to obtain [Mana Manipulation] as well and is now teaching it to others. It’s interesting to watch as her version of the skill is slightly different from mine. How to say it… it seems like she is relying on the skill itself more than I am. In my case, I’m trying to “feel” it on my own a bit more, instead of just activating it through the system.

Anyway, it’s nice to have another test subject, and to make Kevin a bit more useful, I make him train his [Reflection] while I watch him with my [Mana Perception].

His skill seems to be amazing for defense, so I’m trying to copy it. I keep watching the movement of his mana while he uses it. There are no results after hours of trying, but I’m sure I will come up with something if given enough time.

Everyone is practicing as if their lives depend on it. They’re swinging, stabbing their weapons, practicing their skills, and complaining.

A lot of complaining.

I wouldn’t believe how entitled some people are, looking at me like I kicked their favorite kid every time I take more meat than they get.

But it’s not such a problem, as I have an easy solution for that.

Yup, it’s Hadwin.

We’re not hunting together anymore, obviously, but I still let him deal with social stuff. He seems to hate it too, so that’s a bonus.

It’s not that easy to see, but I keep noticing his slow, annoyed blinking and veins on his neck every time he clenches his teeth.

I love it.

Screw you, Hadwin.

Now I’m going to hunt monsters or animals together with Tess and Kevin; sometimes, we also take some of the kids. Tess always makes sure that they know they might end up risking their lives, so that’s it.

Sometimes they get hurt—a scratch here, a stab wound there—but Tess and Kevin make sure to cover for them. Especially Tess.

God damn.

She now walks around with like five spears somehow tied to her back, and she throws them while using her [Psychokinesis]. I’m sure at some point, she leveled up her skill, as they became much faster and more accurate. Combined with her [Farsight], it makes an amazing combination.

As for Kevin, he became a pretty reliable tank. His second skill, [Combustion], also helps, allowing him to cause objects or substances to ignite or even create controlled explosions.

Once again.

I’m not jealous, okay?

Also, I will have to find some really annoying work for Kevin.

Spoiled kids. Back in my day…
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A few more days pass like this, and one more person dies; this time, it’s Dominic.

For some time, he kept getting angrier and angrier, and the stares he gave Sophie and Hadwin were anything but friendly.

Then, he disappeared.

No one saw anything.

No one knows anything.

But I have my own suspicions about what happened to the man.

Lily cried a little.

Sweet girl crying for a dead man she barely knew. The knowledge that he had passed away in a strange and distant land, so far from everyone he knew, only amplified her sorrow.


CHAPTER 31

SUNS GONE



The “suns” are gone once again. As before, a terrible wave of mana washes over the entire first floor before they disappear.

This time, it’s a bit colder than before, so we collect more wood and hunt more animals, while expecting even colder weather next time. A few more people have learned how to skin them without damaging the skins, so we’re keeping them in case another cycle becomes even colder. So we hunt as much as we can and smoke the meat.

There are more animals. There are more goblins, many more. And now, even groups of wolves have started attacking us.

In the forest around our camp, we’ve also found terribly mangled corpses of giant wolves and trolls.

We don’t know for sure what monster did it, but I have my suspicion.

Cinderbear.

Oh, I almost forgot.

Fuck that guy.

The corpses are mangled with limbs broken, torn-off limbs, and gouged-out inner organs, but they are not eaten, and that’s what worries me the most.

Did Cinderbear develop a taste for a human-based diet?

If yes, why hasn’t he come back?

People would be terrified, so only a few of us know about mangled corpses.

The bus is even more “armored” now, and we’re using bigger and bigger pieces of logs to make it more durable. It’s still our go-to place to sleep or hide. Our surroundings have also changed a lot.

There is an insane number of sharpened logs pointing outward.

There are some palisades closer to the bus.

We are building pitfalls with more sharpened sticks inside them, and Hadwin has taught us to set up some traps.

We are also collecting as much food and water as we can.

And we are leveling up.

I don’t even bother killing level 2 monsters anymore; I just break their limbs and throw them in front of someone else to finish. Sure, it’s less experience than if they killed it on their own, but it’s something.

In all of this, I try to have some fun as well.

When I’m fighting anything under level 5, I don’t use any weapon, just my hands and mana.

It was a bit hard and awkward at the start, but now it has become good training for me. I’ve learned more about their physiology and weak points.

Oh, and the level 7 troll we fought some time ago together with Tess and Kevin?

Well, it was a baby.

Just a cute little baby, and I think we found its mom.

Or dad; who knows?
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I’m sitting high up in a tree and looking down as the troll slowly comes closer and closer to where I am.

[Troll, Level 12]

During the past few days, I’ve been watching it together with Tess. From really far away, careful not to get noticed. We learned its routes and the troll is more reliable than your country asking you for taxes. It always walks the same way, and we suspect it either comes from its house or goes toward it.

And now, we are here. We both washed in water, both our bodies and clothes, and then we threw some mud on ourselves and finished it by rubbing some plants onto our skin and clothes. All of this was to cover our smell as much as possible and to smell like the forest in hopes of avoiding its nose.

It truly has a humongous nose, I must say.

The troll’s skin is more grayish this time, and it is probably 50 percent bigger than the baby we met. Its muscles look much more dangerous. The earth shakes a bit as it moves and stones crack under its feet.

It moves closer and closer, and when it is right under me, Tess makes some noise where she is.

The monster instantly stops and looks toward her, smelling in that direction.

Nice timing.

Now it’s up to me.

[Focus].

[Mana Manipulation].

I activate my skills, and my mind enters a calming, deeper state of focus. Everything other than this hunt ceases to matter.

I grip the mace and exhale.

The troll starts turning toward me when a spear comes flying out of nowhere and burrows deep into its left eye.

It roars, and another spear comes flying and shatters as it hits the troll’s skin, unable to wound him at all.

The monster turns toward where the spears are flying from, and I jump down from the tree directly toward its head.

My muscles feel as if they are burning, and I swing my mace as hard as I can right at the back of the troll’s head. The amount of mana going through my body is no joke, and I hear a crack as my mace hits the troll’s head.

Crack.

Terrible wounds appear on the back of the troll’s head, and the mace shatters to pieces. I throw away the now useless handle, instantly pulling out the short sword I have with me.

The troll staggers, confused and most likely suffering from some brain damage.

Two more spears come flying and hit the troll’s face, unable to do more than distract him.

I land on the troll’s shoulders and dodge the hand reaching out for me.

[Oscillation].

I send mana through the handle of the sword and toward the blade. It creates a thin mana coating around one side of the blade.

My head hurts, and blood starts running from my nose.

I focus more and more.

Mana on the blade becomes denser and denser and moves toward the tip. Using the Oscillation skill, the blade begins to vibrate rapidly, its edges humming with energy. The swift back-and-forth motion of the mana enhances cutting power. With the full power of my mana-strengthened body, I stab the sword inside the wound left by the mace.

Then, I hold on tightly to avoid falling and have to dodge its hands as the troll starts thrashing around. When given the opportunity, I pull out the sword and stab again right next to the first wound, but the blade bounces off the monster’s head; [Oscillation] is gone, and even my [Focus] can’t keep it running any longer.

So, I stab the already existing wound again and again. Every time I do, the monster’s roars become weaker and its movements slower.

A chilling, piercing noise fills the forest as the spear, propelled by [Psychokinesis], slices through the air like a deadly projectile. The steel blade gleams menacingly, streaking toward the troll’s neck at breakneck speed. The terrifying combination of Tess’s psychic force and the spear’s sharpness drives it deep into the creature’s flesh, leaving it lodged within its throat.

I stab again and move with the sword while it’s lodged inside the troll’s skull, squelching as I make a mess out of the monster’s brain.

Finally, the troll starts falling to the ground, and while jumping down, I grab the spear and pull it out so it doesn’t break.

You’re welcome, Tess.

The monster lands, and I finally get the message.

[You have defeated the Troll - Level 12]

[Level 8 > Level 9]

I invest my stat points and look at Tess coming closer. She answers my unspoken question, “I did level up, yes.”

Good.

The spears she threw float in the air, moving right toward her. She slowly checks them out, one after another, as they float around her in a circular orbit.

That’s just showing off!

Well, whatever, just wait until my [Focus] shows its true power; even you will shudder in fear.

We get to the clearing, and I realize that we’ve been here a bit over a week. It’s surprising to me how some people have adapted to all of this.

As more and more time passes and I observe them, I come to realize that none of us are normal.

Maybe it’s not that we were randomly put into Hell difficulty, but that we were put into Hell difficulty because of who we are.

My theory is that the system places people into the difficulty it thinks is best for the person. As for the fact that an entire busload of people got here, maybe we are all suitable for Hell difficulty?

There are so many people on Earth; there have to be groups of people together where all of them are a good fit for a specific difficulty, right?

Anyway, that’s just a little theory I came up with.

What welcomes us at the clearing is an angry Hadwin stomping right toward us, a few people following him, probably wanting to enjoy the free show.

Well, I can’t blame them. These days, it’s hard to find something amusing to do.


CHAPTER 32

FIGHT WITH HADWIN



“So, you did it…”

You bet we wiped the floor with that level 12 troll. No biggie.

Hadwin looks at me and Tess.

“Fucking hell, Nathaniel.” He sighs and waves his hands around. “Do you have any idea how dumb that was?”

Dumb? Please! Only slightly dangerous.

“You could’ve fucking died!”

No worries! If it looked too dangerous, I’d run and bring him straight to our camp… wait, what?

“I expected something like that from him, but even you, Tess?”

Huh? Should I feel insulted?

“You’re putting all of our lives in danger, Nathaniel. Can you imagine how hard it would be if we lost both of you? Or if you didn’t kill him and lured him back?”

Oh, so it’s like that. It’s not my problem, though.

Right, Tess?

I look at her and she seems to be ashamed, just a tiny bit.

Lately, Hadwin has been more and more stressed as he deals with all of this. A lot of people just rely on him and let him lead them, and that puts a lot of pressure on him. Sophie creating her own group during all of that probably doesn’t brighten his mood either.

Well, that’s something he decided to do, so suck it up.

As I try to pass by him, he steps in my way.

Uh?

Even people around us seem to be surprised and start whispering among themselves.

“Hadwin, I don’t think it’s a good idea…” Tess starts, but I filter out her voice and look at the man in front of me.

I look into his eyes, and he seems pretty serious.

So that’s how it is. Feel free to try.

I enter [Focus] and then let a bit of my mana flow through my body.

Try it if you dare…

Then his fist hits me right in the face, and I stagger backward.

Huh?

Focus is gone, and so is the mana flowing through my veins.

He hits my face again, and I see blood. My blood.

What?

I try to collect mana and enter the [Focus], but I am unable to do so.

This time, he grabs my shoulders and strikes my stomach with his knee.

His kick is tough; air escapes my lungs, and a sharp, searing pain radiates through my abdomen. My muscles tense involuntarily, and for a moment, it feels as though my insides are being crushed. Gasping for breath, I struggle to regain my composure.

I barely block his second kick and duck under his swing. His physical stats, like strength and dexterity, are higher, and without mana strengthening me, I am slower and weaker than him.

Slowly catching my breath and relaxing my mind, even without the skill, I continue to observe his movements.

I read his swing and block his fist with my hand. His hit sends me backward and I use the moment to collect myself a bit more.

My face hurts, my stomach hurts, and I am unable to collect any mana.

Is it his skill?

I watch his movements, keeping my eyes on the center of his body—his shoulders, his legs, his waist.

I dodge another kick and swing. He is much quicker than me, so I have to start moving before he is halfway through his attack.

I counter in the middle of his attack, hitting his neck and forcing him backward. He makes a choking noise and his hand goes up to cover his neck.

That gives me the opportunity to move closer, and kick his knee. He staggers backward.

That’s it?

I feint a hit at his neck with my fist. He moves his hand to block it, so I strike with my other hand.

That’s all you can do?

I hit his stomach, and once more he staggers back. I kick his knee again. He grimaces from the pain. I take the moment to punch him in the eye.

I feel his skill deactivate, and I know that I can use my own skills again.

But I don’t. Instead, I attack him with only the strength of my body.

I step closer and bury my knee into his stomach. He bends over, and I quickly hit the bottom of his chin.

He is faster, he is stronger, but his attacks are telegraphed and easy to dodge.

Another quick hit at his chin, and he staggers, feeling lightheaded as the hit shakes his brain inside his skull.

Two hits at his neck, and he makes a louder choking noise. I kick at his crotch; he tries to block it with his leg but is too shaken to do it in time.

As he falls to his knees, I twist my body, pull more strength into it, and give him as strong a punch as I can, right into the side of his face.

I stare at him as he lies there, unmoving. The others stare at him too, and no one jumps in to help either of us.

After a while, he looks at me, and weirdly smiles.

What’s so funny, old man?

You got beaten, and I didn’t even use mana, so what’s so funny about that!?

WHAT IS SO FUNNY?!

“Hehe…” There is some blood on his teeth.

“You know it too, right?” He laughs again. “I could have killed you if I really wanted to.”

I remain silent.

“Hehe, you were ready for me, expecting an attack, but I still managed to land a few solid hits.” He lies on the ground, gazing at the sky. “Wow, that was satisfying. I’ve wanted to smack you in the face for ages.” He takes a moment. “You little punk.”

My silence makes him laugh even more. “Finally, I can see some emotion on your face.” He looks straight at me. “You always look so uninterested, bored, even when fighting, but now… you look so angry.”

I look around, and most of the people avoid my gaze. Lily and a few others are scared. Tess is standing close to me. Her face is hard to read, but she seems ready to move. Not to help me, just to stop me if I decide to finish off Hadwin.

“You know, lately, you’ve become too confident, Nathaniel, too fearless. You enjoy fighting too much; you risk a lot. Not only your life but also the lives of people around you.” He looks straight into my eyes. “You are not undefeatable. You could have easily died today, and you can die from something else if you continue being so careless.”

I look at Tess; she doesn’t avoid my gaze but doesn’t say anything, and that’s enough for me.

I leave before I hurt someone. I enter the forest and slowly calm myself down.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Repeat.

I don’t use [Focus]. I disable it as much as I can and think.

And think. And think more.
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After calming down, I come to realize that both of us might be right. The truth is somewhere in the middle.

Sure, I can be more careful; actually, I need to be more careful and not blindly rely on my skills, as he showed me so nicely.

Damn that jerk.

On the other side, I can’t just stop hunting and give up on becoming stronger. Sure, there is some risk, but something tells me that this first floor of Hell difficulty is just the beginning. Taking it slowly and comfortably might not make me strong enough to survive the entire five years.

I will hunt, I will risk, I will enjoy the challenges, and I will continue using focus to get rid of some useless emotions, as it’s all for my survival.

As for Hadwin and his lesson? My thanks will be that I won’t beat him senseless and will dial it down a bit. He is right about me being cocky.

So thank you, and fuck you.

As for which of us is right? Only time will tell.


CHAPTER 33

REVENGE



Kevin Wilson

It’s the first time I’ve seen Nathaniel so angry; actually, it might be the first time I’ve seen him showing any strong emotion at all. He usually walks around looking like someone printed his resting face onto paper and then stuck it to his head.

Damn, for a second, I thought he might have killed Hadwin right here, right now.

I’m sure Tess would try to stop him, but I’m not sure if she would be able to if he really wanted to do it.

The scary part is that he didn’t even use mana.

Like, what the hell, who does that?!

I didn’t sense anything, but Kim told me that Hadwin did something to disrupt Nathaniel’s mana. Then at some point during the fight, Nathaniel canceled the older man’s skill, and even though he could use mana, he finished him off without even bothering to use it.

What a madlad. Again, who the hell does that?!

Right after the fight, he went into the forest. The way he just casually entered it while checking his surroundings sent shivers down my back. He’s probably the only one who does that. The rest of us are still nervous every time we go hunting.

I get back to smoking boar meat and continue what I started before the fight happened.

“Do you think he’s very angry?” Lily asks quietly.

“You saw his face; he’s suuuuper pissed off.”

“Oh…” She quiets down.

At this point, I am sure everyone can see that she’s got a small crush on Nathaniel.

Well, probably everyone other than him. He doesn’t seem to be too good with people stuff. He thinks he’s careful, but I always notice how quickly he disappears every time more than one or two people talk to him. Sometimes he endures it a bit longer, but as time passes, he becomes quieter and quieter. Most of the time, it ends up with him just leaving or Tess saving him—or us?

It’s kind of fun to mess with him a bit.

That isn’t the main problem; the main problem is him being a selfish, mostly emotionless asshole.

But he’s our selfish, mostly emotionless asshole.

I don’t know if he’s aware of it, but I’m sure that half of the people would already be dead if it wasn’t for him; hell, probably even more.

Sure, he doesn’t have to be such a dick about it.

I remember the time from a few days ago when he power-leveled Kim in exchange for his sword. Damn, he actually did take it without even a hint of hesitation after getting the boy to level 4, leaving him unarmed.

He’s ruthless, selfish, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m sure he doesn’t care that much about any of us.

Yet.

He’s always calm, and even when the levels of shit get deeper, he doesn’t become desperate; he just listens, nods, and says one or two sentences, giving us something to do.

It’s weirdly calming, having someone to rely on just a little bit.

Even while knowing how he feels about us.
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When I return, the first to welcome me is the best doggo of the first floor of Hell difficulty.

Yup, the shameless little bugger of a corgi is still alive and well, and I swear at this point, he might be heavier than some of the girls.

Goddamn, boy!

As I sit with my back against one of our palisades, he comes to me, with something in his mouth.

A wallet.

What the hell?!

What the actual heck?!

Also, good boy. We’ll split it 50/50.

I pet his head, which is still of a similar size to what it was at the start, and take the wallet from him while he swings his tail wildly. Once again, it looks like he’s shaking his butt because of his short tail.

I open the wallet, and there’s some cash, bank cards, one ID, and nothing more.

Hadwin Harper.

Oh my. It’s getting better and better!

I quickly look around, but there are no witnesses… uh, I mean, there’s no one around.

I take all of the cash, probably around two hundred dollars, and close the wallet and give it back to the best boy.

“Can you put it back?”

He blinks slowly, and runs back to where he came from.

Is this the first cash theft here? It must be, right?

Hehe.

Take that, old man!

I put the cash into my pocket and pull out the remaining pieces of the necklace that I got from the goblin shaman that I killed, which feels like weeks ago. It’s still broken, and I only hold its pieces, but I keep coming back to it. I can feel some mana lingering on it, but I just can’t find out what it’s for and how it’s etched into the pieces and able to stay there.

One good thing is that I improved my usage of [Oscillation] thanks to studying the necklace, so that’s something.

Biscuit comes back and lies on the ground next to me, putting his head on my thigh. He closes his eyes.

At this point, I’m almost sure that he’s the smartest one out of all of us here. He knows how to behave around me and never becomes too annoying. And then there are things like Hadwin’s wallet.

It’s weird, but I think he saw us fighting and wanted to help me get some petty revenge and get into my good graces.

I’m not crazy! That must be it.

I slowly pat his small head and enter a bit deeper into [Focus] to start training my [Mana Manipulation]. After a while, Tess comes to me.

“Hey…” she starts carefully.

“It’s okay.” I only say that much, but she will understand.

I know she partly agrees with Hadwin, but she wasn’t able to tell that to me for some reason. Hell, I probably wouldn’t even listen, so I can’t actually be mad at her for not helping me or being ready to try to stop me if I tried to do something worse to Hadwin.

After a while, she gives one of her tiny smiles and sits next to me. She pokes Biscuit’s bulging belly, and the dog opens one of his eyes and then closes it when he sees it’s Tess. That makes her poke him a few more times, but the good boy ignores her, so she stops.

Corgi 1, human 0.

“Kim got his [Telekinesis] to level 3, and Lily got [Rejuvenation] to level 2,” she informs me.

Damn, what is that scrawny boy eating and doing? Level 3 already?

“She can heal small and slightly bigger scratches now, but still only her own. She wasn’t able to heal others.”

Oh, that’s a shame, but no worries, we will get there. My personal healing station is coming along nicely.

Tess doesn’t continue, so I guess others weren’t able to level up any skills. The annoying thing is that I don’t know if the speed at which we are leveling up our skills is good or bad. There is nothing to compare it to, just us.

Out of nowhere, I get an idea.

“Hey, Tess?”

“Hm?” she leans a bit closer, and I put my hand into my pocket and pull out a one-hundred-dollar bill, a gift from one unnamed guy.

“Can you go and buy me some sweets?” I hand her the banknote.

She looks at me, then at the bill.

Back at me and then once again at the bill.

Her confused face is so funny.

“Did you steal it from Hadwin?” she instantly guesses outright.

Crap, am I that predictable?

Oh, wait a moment! I didn’t do it; I almost forgot.

I point at the sleeping corgi, and she rolls her eyes.

“Sure.” She just stands up and leaves.

The banknote stays behind.

Two hours later, the Cinderbear appears again.


CHAPTER 34

WEAK



The once-peaceful forest transforms into an eerie, unsettling place. Every rustle and crack makes my heart race, and the sense of foreboding grows heavier with each passing second.

It is then that the monster makes its entrance. Emerging from the dense foliage, the giant gray bear steps into the clearing with a deliberate, unhurried pace.

The bear’s enormous paws make a sickening crunch as they crush the underbrush and fallen leaves. Its massive size and power are evident in the way the ground trembles with each step it takes.

The most chilling aspect of the giant gray bear’s appearance, however, is its eyes.

They glow with an unnatural orange light, as if fueled by a fire that burns within the monster itself.

A wave of mana hits the clearing and everyone becomes paralyzed with fear.

As the bear continues its slow, methodical advance, the forest grows quieter and quieter.

Its low growl reverberates through the air, a rumbling sound that makes your body shake.

Once again, the bear looks at me and then at the ground in front of it.

[Cinderbear, Level 20]

The creature has leveled up.

Waves of mana I feel from the bear make my stomach clench, and my entire body feels as if it isn’t getting enough air. It is even hard to breathe.

The bear takes a few steps toward us and then stops, looking at us with its wild but intelligent eyes. Someone screams out of fear and desperation. Its ears perk up, and it growls. I flinch and try to run, but my body refuses to. I’m paralyzed and can only stand there and look around. The others seem to be in a similar state. The monster roars loud enough to shatter the remaining windows and threaten to burst my eardrums.

“What does it want?!”

“I-I can’t run.”

“Can we fight it?”

“He should fight it!”

“Maybe it’s friendly?”

Then someone says something I’ve been thinking about:

“Maybe it wants to eat something? Just like last time?”

Everyone falls silent, and we all remember the scene of Damon’s body being slowly consumed by the bear. The monster growls and moves even closer. As it walks, it steps on a few spikes and hits several palisades with its paw. The pieces of wood shatter without dealing any damage.

With the memory of Damon’s gruesome fate fresh in our minds, people exchange scared glances, unsure of how to handle the terrifying beast. The bear is getting closer and closer, and the fear is becoming worse and worse.

Our feet feel glued to the ground.

The air feels thicker now, and cold sweat is running down my back.

I thought I might be able to do something the next time we met the bear, but no, I can’t do anything. Even thinking about running away feels impossible.

I feel… pathetic.

In a moment of selfish desperation, Ethan screams, his face twisted with panic. “Maybe we can throw it someone, just like last time! We should give it… someone.”

His eyes dart around, searching for the weakest among us, hoping to save himself at the expense of another. The group recoils in horror at the suggestion, but the fear makes it hard to dismiss his idea completely.

Ethan’s eyes land on Sophie’s sister, but he quickly changes his mind, and his eyes stop at Lily, a petite, defenseless-looking girl. “We should… I’m sorry…” He desperately moves closer and grabs her; she screams.

At the moment, no one is able to move, so they react a bit late as he instantly starts pulling her closer to throw her at the bear.

I agree with him. He is most likely right. He is only trying to save his life.

But.

What does he think he is doing?

In front of me!?

I’m finally able to take a step and grab his neck while strengthening myself with mana. I break the hand he put on Lily, and he screams in pain. Then I pull him away from the girl, toward the bear.

I am thankful, Ethan, you made the first move; at this moment, you were more decisive than me.

But.

That girl is someone I know a bit. I’ve talked with her a little, and she always tries to speak nicely to me and not annoy me. You, on the other hand, I don’t know. You’re a stranger to me.

So, it’s not a hard decision.

I pull him away from the others and throw him toward the bear while strengthening my body. He flies through the air, hits the ground, and then rolls until he stops right in front of the bear.

He looks up, shaken and confused, and screams upon seeing the bear’s maw right in front of him.

He uses his skill, and a light blue, thin barrier of mana appears around him.

Meanwhile, my eyes meet those of Cinderbear, and I feel a wave of mana from him, while he ignores the screaming human beneath him. Then he turns his attention back to Ethan.

The barrier instantly breaks the moment the monster touches it with its paw.

Crack.

It steps onto Ethan’s left hand. The shield made of mana flashes into existence once more but instantly breaks. The bear bites his other hand, pulling it off with a wet sound of tearing muscles and tendons.

Ethan is still screaming.

He’s still alive as Cinderbear slowly chews his hand while curiously looking down at the man.

Then the bear leans closer and takes a bite of the man’s belly.

I’ll remember his screams until the day I die.

Slowly, they become weaker and weaker, he coughs up a lot of blood and then passes out.

The monster slowly eats the entire man while casually glancing around looking at us.

There isn’t even a hint of wariness toward us as he finishes his meal.

After he is done, he licks his maw, and another pulse of mana flashes toward me. This time, I am able to sense that it’s focused on the broken necklace in my pocket.

Then, Cinderbear leaves once more.
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A few hours after the bear leaves, I go into the forest.

Alone.

I hunt and kill everything I can find. Trolls, goblins, wolves, animals. I murder anything I see. Rage and mana are burning in my veins as I do so.

I’ve never felt so weak.

I’ve never felt so defenseless.

All I could do was watch and sit there, not even able to run. Just helplessly wait and hope one man would be enough.

Pathetic.

I hate it, I despise it, I don’t want to feel like this.

Never again.

Time passes, and I finally get the message I wanted.

[You have defeated the troll, Level 11]

[Level 9 > Level 10]

Well done! The Side quest has been successfully completed. Please select one of the traits. The traits are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

Be advised: humans are limited to three Traits.

Choose with caution.

The system has become nicer.


CHAPTER 35

TRAITS



When I come back bloodied and tired but satisfied, I find everyone packing. Some are collecting food and hides, while others are making sure we will take enough water to last us for a while by gathering all useful stuff.

The decision is unanimous.

Rather than waiting for the Cinderbear to appear once again, everyone prefers just moving somewhere else in hopes he won’t find us.

I agree, even though I am unhappy about that. It’s a smart decision, but it still feels sour, as if I am leaving behind unsolved problems. Cinderbear is terrifying, but I want revenge before the first floor ends.

“Tess, can you keep a watch over me for a few minutes?” I instantly find the girl by her mana signature.

Hearing something in my voice, she doesn’t ask where I went and what I want and just nods solemnly.

I enter the bus and move to the last seat, the seat I sat in when we got here.

I breathe in. Let’s see.

“Trait,” I say.

Please select one of the traits that are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

Be advised: humans are limited to three traits.

Available traits:

Enhanced Mana Heart (Passive)

Augments the user’s natural mana pool and regeneration rate, allowing for longer and more sustained use of mana-based abilities. This passive trait enables the user to cast more spells and maintain their magical abilities with less downtime, providing a significant advantage in extended battles and outside of them.

Regenerative Tissue (Passive)

The user’s body gains the ability to regenerate tissue rapidly, accelerating the healing of wounds and reducing the impact of injuries during combat. This trait not only helps the user recover from injuries more quickly but also ensures that they remain in peak fighting condition, even in the most grueling of encounters.

Mana Circuit (Passive)

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.

Adaptive Resistance (Passive)

Temporarily and gradually adjusts the user’s resistances based on the types of damage they receive, allowing them to become more resilient against recurring threats over time. As the user encounters different forms of attack, their body learns to adapt and develop natural defenses against those specific damage types, providing a growing advantage in combat.

Mana-Infused Vitality (Passive)

Considerably strengthens the constitution by allowing the user’s mana to bolster their natural vitality, resulting in a drastic improvement in overall health, stamina, and recovery rate. This infusion of mana into the user’s body grants them increased durability and resilience, allowing them to endure more punishment and recover more quickly from damage.

Mana Sensitive Skeleton (Passive)

The user’s bones become highly sensitive to mana, allowing them to channel and store mana within their skeletal structure. Additionally, this heightened sensitivity enables the user to better detect and sense mana within their own body and the surrounding environment, increasing their awareness of magical presences and activities.

Efficient Mana Conversion (Passive)

Increases the user’s proficiency in converting their mana into different forms of energy, such as thermal, kinetic, or electrical, granting them a wider range of abilities and techniques in combat. This mastery over mana conversion allows the user to adapt their abilities to suit the situation at hand, providing a versatile and unpredictable fighting style.

Spell Diffusion (Passive)

This trait allows the user to diffuse a portion of incoming magical attacks, scattering the energy and reducing the overall impact on the user. This ability is especially useful in battles against magic-wielding foes, as it weakens their power and provides a defensive advantage to the user.

Reinforced Musculature (Passive)

Strengthens the user’s muscles with an infusion of mana, granting them increased physical power and the ability to perform feats of strength beyond their natural capabilities. This trait not only enhances the user’s offensive capabilities but also allows them to perform impressive physical feats that may be useful outside of combat.

Kinetic Channeling (Passive)

Enables the user to channel their mana into kinetic energy, allowing them to enhance their physical movements and attacks. This trait provides the user with the ability to perform faster, more agile, and more powerful physical actions, making them a formidable force in close-quarters combat.

Wow, that’s a lot.

I expected a few traits, and here we go, ten of them and even with descriptions!

What the hell? Who are you, and what did you do to the system we all knew and hated?

I’m not complaining, just curious.

Also, any new skills for me? You know, I find it unfair as some people started with diamond spoons in their mouths.

Just look at Tess! At this point, the stones she throws with her [Psychokinesis] feel more dangerous than bullets, and Sophie is walking through the forest while manipulating monsters so they are unable to see her until she stabs her spear up their rear ends.

Look, I’m not ungrateful, but maybe, maybe, one OP skill?

Just one.

…

Yeah, I thought so, screw you too! It’s not like I wanted something from you or anything, stupid!

Now, back to traits. They look amazing, all of them. Unfortunately, I can pick only one, but in the future, there will probably be more opportunities, as it’s said humans can have three of them.

Does that mean that there are different beings than humans that can get more or fewer traits?

Probably? But that’s a problem for tomorrow me.

For a start, I read over them a few more times and try to think of all the usages, and which trait could be the best, not only for immediate growth but also to aid my growth in the future.

Enhanced Mana Heart (Passive). One mystery is solved. The thing that gives all of us mana, regenerates it, and collects it is called Mana Heart. It’s either somewhere within my current heart or it replaces my heart with a new one. Either way, I like this one, and it seems like a strengthened version of it.

Regenerative Tissue (Passive). This one sounds really good too, as it would help me to heal from wounds faster than just increasing my constitution. But still, I like the first option more.

Mana Circuit (Passive). This is a serious contender for the first spot. Darn, I already know that I will have a hard time deciding which one to pick.

Adaptive Resistance (Passive). This one is meh. Sure, it sounds good, but I’d rather have something that will allow me to end the fight faster.

Mana-Infused Vitality (Passive). Similar to Regenerative Tissue.

Mana Sensitive Skeleton (Passive). Something I got thanks to my [Mana Perception]? Not bad, but I still like Circuit and Mana Heart more.

Efficient Mana Conversion (Passive). Sounds interesting, but it’s a trap! I’m sure I can learn to convert mana into different forms on my own, and now I even have hints. Hahaha. So thermal, kinetic, electrical, and probably much more. But let’s start experimenting with these three.

Spell Diffusion (Passive). Good, but I need something more versatile and something that can increase my damage.

Reinforced Musculature (Passive). This one is probably from the continuous strengthening of my body.

Kinetic Channeling (Passive). This one is also a no.

So that’s it. It’s either Enhanced Mana Heart or Mana Circuit.

Which one should I pick?


CHAPTER 36

TRAIT ACQUIRED



In the end, I pick the trait, and the window disappears.

Congratulations! You have acquired Mana Circuit (passive)

Trait 1/3

I immediately feel my heartbeat race, and warmth washes over my body. My heart goes into overdrive and sends wave after wave of mana through my body. At first, it’s only warm, but quickly, it feels as if someone set a red-hot wire through my body. I clench my teeth, but I quietly groan.

Forget anything nice I said about the system.

The pain becomes stronger and stronger as the system etches a network of mana channels through my body. Mana travels from my heart toward the tips of my fingers, up my skull, everywhere, leaving a burning sensation in its wake.

After what feels like an hour, the pain slowly subsides and is replaced by a feeling of lightheadedness, as if I’m about to pass out.

Damn, I can’t wait to go through this two more times!

Someone, please, send help.

Ha, whatever.

Still lightheaded, I send mana through my body and stop instantly.

Ehm?

I try again.

And again.

What the heck?!

I take back everything I said. Give me more! More pain, more circuits!

It feels as if, up until now, I kept using a fork to eat soup, but then someone bonked the back of my head and put a spoon in my hand.

It feels so much more natural to take mana from my Mana Heart and use it.

Also, the network of mana etched into me feels as if someone replaced an old road with a high-speed highway.

What the heck!

I almost want to forgive the system for playing favorites, but at this point, I’m sure that the traits others will get will be better than mine.

But that won’t be able to quiet down my happiness.

I move mana all over my body; it’s so fluid, so quick, and the amount I can move is much finer and more accurate than before. Now instead of using a river of mana, I can send a thin thread of mana through my circuit for more delicate control.

It’s as if I used too much mana before because of my terrible body and low mana conductivity.

But dang, it just shows how unprepared and inefficient the human body is for handling mana.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 5 > Mana Manipulation - Level 6]

Here we go!

I get on my feet, and as I walk, my body still screams, but now I am more content with the pain.

“Finally!” Kevin sounds super annoying. Even more so now, when my head is still hurting.

But I’ll let it go, just this time! Because I’m in a good mood.

“Even Burrito is ready to go.”

Okay, he’s not making it easy.

He laughs. “Also, you walk like you crapped yourself.”

Well, that’s it.

“Hey, hey, Nat. Why are you looking at me like that?”

Hmm, maybe I should make him skin more deer? I think he really disliked it a lot.

“Nat? Nathaniel, stop, wait a bit.”

Biscuit greets me by wagging his tail and continues walking next to me.

“Look, it was just a joke, you know that, right? Just a joke, I didn’t even mean it. You know how I am, right? Hehe.”

I might make him train his skill a bit more. I’ll help, obviously! I can throw some stones at him to reflect.

Maybe I can use a bit more mana this time; it will help him improve faster.

“Nathaniel…? Sir?”

He stops somewhere behind me, and I join Tess and Hadwin.

The girl greets me, but Hadwin only nods. He’s trying not to show it, but I see the corners of his lips lifting up just a tiny bit.

Dang, are you remembering punching my face, old man?

Tess starts talking. “You seem to be ready, so we can leave in a few minutes. As we decided in the talk before, you and I will be scouts, and Sophie, Kevin, and Kim will move a bit further behind us, followed by Hadwin and the others.”

“What about the dog? He seems to be uncooperative lately…” The look he gives to Biscuit doesn’t seem that friendly. Not at all.

What the heck did you do to him, Biscuit?

Good boy!

We are all looking down at him, and the best corgi sticks out his tongue while breathing. He looks so cheeky, he’s almost smiling.

The dog looks at me, and I look at him; for a few seconds, our gazes meet.

“Stay with Hadwin and the others,” I say.

His tail stops swinging from side to side, and he slowly blinks.

“So we walk until it’s about time for the night to come?” I ask.

“Wait, that’s it for Burrito? Did he understand or something?” Kevin says something in the background, but most of us have already learned to mostly ignore him.

Someone already calculated the time when the suns are going to disappear by looking at the system countdown until forced return, and now we can predict it pretty accurately.

“We can walk for like five to seven hours, and after that, we will have to set up somewhere and build at least some defense. A few hours should be enough.”

It’s all the things we talked about before, so I start to filter them out and continue focusing on training my [Mana Manipulation]. The good thing is that my [Oscillation] has become easier to use, and now I can keep it up longer.

I glance down at my finger and the blade of mana created around it. When I activate the [Oscillation], the difficulty goes up pretty fast, but it’s doable so far.

The blade of mana oscillates wildly, and I keep it up for as long as I can before it slips out of my control and dissolves.

New record!

Just a bit more, and I might be able to coat the entire blade of my short sword with it.

Then Tess pokes my shoulder, and I look up. Everyone is staring at me.

Did I miss something?

Hadwin sighs.

Why do you sound so annoyed? I just practiced a little bit! You don’t have to be such a jerk about it!

Biscuit, defend me!

I look down, and the doggo is already jumping around a butterfly.

“…”

He catches it and eats it. Then he spits it out. He looks at me, sticking out his tongue, trying to get rid of the taste.

Biscuit…

God bless your poor soul.
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Tess and I enter the forest first. Even though I am walking ahead of her, Tess is the one pointing where we should go, as her skill somehow allows her to see through the dense forest. Why not call it X-ray vision? Why Farsight? Huh? System?

There is no answer, and we continue scouting ahead of the others while Tess seamlessly points me in the right direction.

You know, we came up with a code.

I have my [Mana Perception] activated, and when I feel her collecting the mana in her right hand, I go right; the same goes for left. If she collects mana in her chest, that means there is a monster. If she collects it in both of her legs, there is a strong monster, and we have to run. Stuff like that.

To be honest, our cooperation has become pretty good lately, and we can quietly go through the forest while leaving marks for the others.

Sometimes we kill one or two monsters, but that’s it; the forest is quiet.

The wind blows gently, moving the leaves and creating shifting shadows on the ground. Sunlight streams through the branches, making the forest look lively and bright. The sun feels warm on my skin, the breeze is cool and refreshing, and the forest has a pleasant smell.

“Such a pretty day…” Her voice is soft and quiet, and I slow down to end up walking next to her, loosening some tension from my body.

If she doesn’t see any monster, there’s no way I will, even with my [Mana Perception] active.

“Yes.”

I look up at the sky, and the wind messes with my hair a bit. As I walk through the woods, I notice how the trees seem to create a natural rhythm with the swaying of their branches. The forest is quiet, devoid of the typical sounds of animals and birds, adding to the sense of solitude. The fresh air fills my lungs as I take a deep breath, and I can’t help but feel a sense of calm and stillness.

Out of nowhere, Tess laughs quietly while covering her mouth with a hand.

“I’m sorry, but I just remembered the poor deer you tried to skin before. Nothing against your skills, of course.”

Woah, such a low blow.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she whispers and smiles at me. It’s the first real smile I’ve seen on her face since we entered the first floor. “It's not like I'm lying.”

Maybe you are not, but please be a bit less happy about that. You will bring Bambi’s curse on us.

We continue walking in silence.


CHAPTER 37

NEW HOME



“No, no. You have to use much less mana. Right now, you’re wasting a lot of it. Also, try doing it a bit faster.”

“It’s not that easy!” Tess furrows her brow.

I continue to bully Tess while teaching her to improve her [Mana Manipulation]. With my trait, my handling of mana has improved a lot, and I don’t feel that bad about her getting such good skills.

I’m helping her, right? I’m totally not doing it because of some petty reason, like her laughing at me and surely summoning a poor dead deer curse on us—Bambi’s curse.

Not at all!

“Faster!”

Oh, Tess! Don’t look at me like that! It’s for your own good.

She sighs. “There’s a troll in front of us; this way.”

She points toward her right, and with a short nod, I head there while pulling out my sword. Soon enough, I see a baby troll.

[Troll - Level 6]

Right now, I’m at a higher level than the monster, but I’m sure that it’s still much stronger than me, and its constitution is higher.

As many times before, a rain of small stones flies like bullets from Tess into the troll’s face. They hit it hard. Most of them shatter on its skin, but some hit its weaker points, such as its eyes.

The troll roars and turns to me, sniffing. It covers its eyes and swings its hand at me.

This time, I send a pulse of my mana toward the bottom half of my body and dash to the side. The troll is too slow to react, and my sword’s blade passes through its legs like they’re made out of butter. The blade, coated in oscillating mana, cuts through it like that.

With another roar full of pain, the creature loses its balance and falls down. I dodge slightly, making a diagonal cut across its face, deep enough to split it open. I move just in time to avoid a shower of its brain matter and blood.

[You have defeated the troll - Level 6]

“There are fewer and fewer goblins and more trolls; do you think we entered their territory or something?”

“It looks like it. We can be thankful that we ended up surrounded by goblins and not trolls.”

“Just one troll would be enough to tear through us…”

Yup, exactly.

That’s what I’ve been saying the entire time. After seeing the monsters that are lurking around, I know that we were super lucky.

Or maybe not?

Maybe the system put us in a slightly less dangerous starting zone?

We continue.

“So, you were saying that I should get Mana Circuit as a trait if it’s offered to me?”

“Probably? You might get offered something better, but right now, I think picking it was the right decision.”

“No, I think you’re right. Humans probably don’t have bodies evolved to handle mana, so giving it a push like that sounds logical.”

Right? I think so too!

“But Mana Heart also sounded good.”

Hmm, how to explain it?

“Imagine that you have a car.”

I move under a few branches and hold one up so Tess can walk under it as well. Then I wait for her to finish leaving the mark on the tree.

“You collect enough money, and you buy a bigger engine. A much bigger engine goes into the car, and the rest of the car remains the same. At some point, you go out, excited to try it…”

“Oh, but then you step on the gas, the car rushes ahead, and it breaks?”

“It either breaks, or you won’t be able to handle it. You can’t turn the wheel easily anymore, because it’s so much stronger. You can’t stop quite as fast, because it’s so much heavier.”

She falls deep into her thoughts.

“I think I agree with you somewhat.”

I see that I still haven’t persuaded her completely, but that’s okay.

But let’s not tell her that I am doing the exact opposite with my stats.

Yup, do as I say, not as I do! What I'm doing could surely be considered dumb.

She should decide for herself and then bear the consequences or fruits of her decision.

“Let’s wait for the second group and exchange information.”

I only nod, and we wait in silence while keeping a watch.

After five or so minutes, I feel a wave of mana wash over my body. When it senses my mana signature, it instantly pulls back. After a minute or so, Sophie, Kevin, and Kim appear from the forest.

“Hello, fellow scouts.” Kevin smiles brightly, and I sigh, already getting tired.

I let Tess deal with them, and for a second, my eyes meet those of a thin Korean boy wearing big glasses.

He smiles awkwardly and shrugs his shoulders, then looks away.

My best test subj… my best student!

Other than mine, his [Mana Manipulation] is the highest level, and his skill…

[Telekinesis] seems to be a bit weaker version of Tess’s [Psychokinesis], as I think Tess can do much more than just manipulate objects with her mind. Also, the raw power of her skill seems to be stronger than Kim’s.

But the boy got another skill, [Gravity Well]. It’s still low level, but as for now, he can increase or decrease the weight of items he’s touching, but in the future…

Okay, breathe in, breathe out.

Good.

Now don’t whine; it’s getting annoying.

Good.

The power of self-reflection!

Anyway, he is an extremely hard-working and smart boy, but the weirdest thing is that he seems to be the happiest to be here out of all the kids.

Yes, even more than Kevin.

He’s not showing it that much, but I can feel it in the way he manipulates his mana with excitement. I often see him looking around while smiling gently and just taking in the air.

Well, as I said some time ago. We might all be weirdos, and that’s why we ended up here.

They talk for a bit longer and then leave. As they are going, I can feel Sophie looking for targets for her [Manipulation] and using it as detection. It’s pretty shrewd.

“We have two more hours, and then we will have to set up camp and set up some defenses,” Tess says.

Seems doable enough.
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Behold!

My nature-inspired abode with a classic touch. Constructed from stones sourced from the earth’s depths. It’s cool and pleasant, ensuring a comfortable summer climate.

Spacious enough to accommodate around twenty guests!

The entrance is…

Yes, yes… it’s a cave.

For heaven’s sake.

It’s wet, it’s cold, it smells, and I really hope it isn’t a place where Cinderbear likes to take a nap.

After looking around for like thirty minutes, we didn’t find anything, so we decide to set up our camp here.

Everyone else already joined us, and plenty of people with superhuman strength start cutting down the trees, moving giant stones to create a wall, and trying to make this dump… our camp as comfortable as possible.

Somehow Kevin ended up having to help move the heaviest stones.

Damn.

How could that happen?

Please, don’t look at me like that while moving that stone; people will think you hate me!

Well, as the strongest, I keep watch with Sophie…

Someone, Hadwin, did recommend Tess to use her psychokinesis to move heavy stuff, and so I ended up keeping watch with Ms. Mindbender.

At some point, her pulses of mana become really annoying.

Not because of frequency but because of how they feel. It’s as if someone keeps randomly lowering and increasing the volume on a song playing through a speaker.

I restrain myself, not wanting to help her at all, but after about thirty minutes, it becomes even more annoying. How are you not improving?

More time passes, and I swear she is even worse than before. At some point, she tried to experiment a bit, and it somehow made it even more annoying.

Oh, come on.

“Hey…” She turns to me, not even expecting me to talk to her. “Don’t move your mana like this. Try…”

I continue to give her small tips on how to better handle her mana. Not too much, just a tiny piece of advice to make her probing less annoying.

The way she does it feels like looking for someone while screaming right next to their ear and asking where they are.

She listens quietly and tries it a few times, and I continue to correct her every time she does it wrong. I do it like twenty times, but she still continues and tries to fix it without complaining.

Her last try feels much better than what she’s been doing the entire time, so I stop and leave her to her own practice.

She’s a bit better now, and I breathe with satisfaction. It really annoyed me.

Both of us keep watch like this for the remainder of the time—until a sweaty and breathless Kevin comes to us.

“Damn, can’t you two sit further from each other? A bit more, and you won’t be able to see each other.” He giggles; even tired, he has enough energy for his nonsense.

“Dinner’s ready. Tess should be here soon to take over watching.”

Seeing no reaction, the boy leaves, and I continue to watch while feeling the pulses of Sophie’s mana near me.

Only then do I realize who I helped, and uncertainty washes over me.

Did I really do it just because I got annoyed? I didn’t feel her mana touching my body, and I kept [Focus] running the entire time.

Still, I’m unsure if I’ll ever be certain about her manipulating me or not.


CHAPTER 38

“MEOW”



After dinner, I take Kim, Lily, and Kevin to the side and continue to teach them a bit. We still have around one hour until the sun disappears, so why not spend it trying to learn something new in the way they use their skills?

I already nearly gave up trying to learn Lily’s two starting skills. I really want her [Rejuvenation], as it sounds super useful, but even she can’t use it that well, which makes it even harder. Her other skill, well, it sounds terrifying: [Disintegration]. She wasn’t even able to activate it, so we can only guess what it does. But judging from the name… damn, it sounds scary.

I keep my [Focus] up and running as well as my [Mana Perception] and continue to watch Kim move stones with his mind and mana, and throw them at Kevin, who reflects them back at the younger boy. Kim catches them with his skill, and the cycle repeats.

I wish they would go a bit harder. Reflecting it with more strength or using telekinesis with a bit more power to get more from Kevin. But they are holding back a little.

Obviously, they don’t hold back when they are practicing with me. They use so much power that it looks like they are fighting for their lives.

That’s because of my excellent teaching skills!

Old school ways, if you know what I mean.

I am resting against the wall inside the cave, and Lily is sitting near me, both of us watching the boys practice. While doing so, Lily keeps making tiny cuts with my knife into her arm and then healing them with her skill.

Once again, I wish she would cut more deeply, but that might be my dimmed feelings talking. Cutting yourself with ease isn’t something people usually do.

“You remind me of my cat,” Lily says quietly out of nowhere. Quiet enough so only I can hear her.

Huh? Is she dissing me?

There is a smile on her face when I turn to her.

“The way you quietly watch everything around you with curious eyes,” she says and her smile becomes a bit more longing.

Thank you?

“Grumpy also likes to just sit there and watch people, but he becomes really annoyed when someone tries to pet him. Most of the time, he just ignores people as they try to be friendly with him.” She quietly laughs. “He just ignores it, but sometimes he gets his little acts of revenge. Once, I found a dead mouse in my bed after I kept making him try on some cat clothes.”

Damn, I think I would like Grumpy a lot.

“But once in a while, he likes to come to people he trusts and snuggle with them, to share some warmth and spend time together.” Her big eyes look at me. “But only for a while. After just a moment, he leaves and is on his own.”

Her face is so serious, as if she’s talking to me about the truths of the universe.

But somehow, I don’t mind it that much.

Not knowing why, I just open my mouth slightly and let out a very quiet sound.

“Meow.”

Her face is amazing to look at.

From pure shock to confusion, and then a giant smile appears on her face, quickly followed by a loud laugh.

She’s laughing even as Kim and Kevin turn to her; she’s laughing like she really needed to do so.
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The darkness comes once again. As always, right after the change, the monsters and animals become much more aggressive.

Kevin charges up the stone with his [Combustion] and throws it at the troll. The stone flies through the air, emitting heat and shining in a bright orange color. Soon enough, it explodes, and the monster staggers back, covering its face with one hand.

Tess’s spear flying through the air makes a terrifying whistling sound as it lands in the troll’s belly with such brutal force, it nearly exits out the other side.

ROAR.

It seems to be going pretty well, so I ignore the rest of the fight and turn to look at my opponent.

Well, well, well, if it isn’t the well-known small green jerk.

[Goblin Warrior - Level 5]

He is slightly wounded. We spotted a fight between a group of goblins and a lone troll, so obviously, we decided to interrupt it.

I dodge to the side and quickly kick at the goblin. To my surprise, the green monster blocks it with the palm of his hand, leaving deep scratches on my shin.

Right after, he rushes at me with his mouth wide open. I dart to the side, but he throws a knife at me, and then, with amazing speed, dashes at me on all fours, pumping his arms to move faster.

Instead of weaving, I deflect the knife with my sword and swing it at the goblin, who ducks right under it.

What the hell, is he some martial arts master?

I hit him with my knee, but he blocks it. The force of my kick sends him reeling, and he’s able to leave more scratches on me, this time around my knee.

Okay, this is getting ridiculous.

I let mana flow through my body, and I dash at the same time he does. He also pulls out another knife, this one a bit shorter than the previous one.

This time, I grab his forearm, and while strengthening my body, I turn around and throw him against a tree. He hits it with a loud crack. Before he gets a chance to catch his breath, I attack him once more, slashing with my sword.

Unbelievably, he ducks by letting himself fall on his backside.

But this time, I expect it, and my left knee hits the side of his head. As he’s trying to get up from the ground, I stab my blade through his chest.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - Level 5]

Maybe I should invest some points into my dexterity and strength. It’s pretty hard to deal with opponents like this without using mana to strengthen myself.

Or should I continue this way and invest most of my points into mana and constitution? Up until now, I did that with this logic—the more mana, the better. I can use it to strengthen myself and my other skills too. In the future, I will get more of them, so a huge mana pool would be amazing.

And the stats I used for constitution helped me get a stronger body, able to handle wounds even without a healing skill, and strong enough to handle the mana.

But damn, it’s kind of annoying seeing how troublesome it is to deal with a slightly skilled opponent when I’m not using mana.

I’ll have to rethink it later.

When I turn back to the group, the troll and the remaining normal goblins are already dead, so they take all of the useful weapons and move back while Tess and I continue deeper into the forest.

Our goal this time is to get Tess to level 10. She should be fairly close, so we look for more opponents to defeat.

I feel a pulse of mana from her right hand, quickly followed by a pulse from her chest and then a weaker one from both of her legs.

To my right, enemy, strong, maybe run? I translate it as such and continue toward my right.

Tess is sometimes a bit too careful for my taste, so it’s up to me to push and put us in some danger with hopefully good rewards.

What we find is a massive, white-furred wolf. Its eyes are red and look right at us.

Somehow, it looks almost bored.

[CrimsonWolf - Level 12]

This time, I don’t hold back and let mana flow through my circuit, strengthening my entire body.

[Focus] makes colors less vibrant, and the sounds of the wind, leaves, and trees cracking disappear somewhere into the back of my head.

Breathe in, breathe out.

I point toward the ground with three of my fingers and rush at the wolf. I run straight at him while Tess stays behind me, ready.

One second.

The wolf still seems to be bored and only turns to me; there is an almost curious look on its face.

Two seconds.

It changes its stance and shows us its teeth. Its eyes instantly go from curious to dangerous, and a wave of mana hits my body, slightly slowing me down. To counter it, I let more mana flow through my circuit and continue shortening the distance.

Three seconds.

I feint to the side and immediately, Tess’s spear hurtles through the air with terrifying speed, its flight enhanced by her skill. As it slices through the air, it emits a spine-chilling pitched sound.

The wolf easily evades it.

Damn.

A wave of mana sends me flying backward against a tree. The air escapes my chest, and I let go of the sword in my hand.

When I look up, the wolf is still standing there.

The massive, majestic-looking white wolf stands out even more in the darkness, lit only by pink, green, and blue aurora-like lights. Mana pulses from the wolf’s body flow into the surroundings, making smaller trees and branches bend and lean away from it. Its eyes look at us with something I can’t explain as anything other than amusement.

The red eyes seem to be burning with an inner fire.

I feel the wolf’s mana move.

Not good.

I stop focusing on efficiency and let the entirety of my mana roar through my body as I run.

The ground around the wolf shakes as it uses the same skill it used to attack me, to propel itself forward with an insane boost.

This time, its target is Tess.


CHAPTER 39

CRIMSONWOLF



The wolf’s skill propels it like a rocket, and I barely manage to attack it as it passes by me. While bracing and strengthening myself with mana, I ram into its side with my shoulder first, using enough force to push it to the side just in time to give Tess an opportunity to reposition herself.

She moves further back, and several spears start floating around her, ready for her to grab and throw.

I am once again pushed away by the monster’s skill, and it charges at her again.

Immediately, three spears fly at it. While moving incredibly fast, it ducks under one, sidesteps the second, and activates its skill again to push away the third spear.

A light flashes on its teeth, and it opens its terrifying maw, propelling itself at Tess again, a dust cloud trailing behind it.

Tess holds her position up until the last moment, and when the wolf is about to reach her, she activates her [Psychokinesis] at full force.

For a second, two similar skills clash, creating a shockwave that hits me, and causes the trees to creak under pressure, as if a strong wind is hitting them. The ground beneath them cracks, and dust explodes from the place where their skills met.

The girl’s face is focused, and she gives it her all. Her mana shines beautifully in my [Mana Perception], but in the end, she is thrown away by the Crimsonwolf’s skill.

Tess crashes into the tree, and for a moment, her eyes blur, as though she’s on the verge of losing consciousness. Before I can reach her, a wolf reaches her, standing between us. Surprisingly, the creature doesn't attack; it waits. It’s as if the wolf is giving her a chance to regain her senses and fight back.

But I am there, with my sword back in hand and the blade coated in wildly oscillating mana.

As I am about to hit the monster, an insane push from the wolf, rips the sword from my hand and stops me from taking any action.

Not wasting a second after losing the sword, I crawl under the monster and stab at it with my fingers while using [Oscillation].

Again, a strong push of mana throws me away, but this time, I miss the tree and just roll on the ground, reducing the impact.

I hear a roar, and when I look up, there is a spear sticking out from the wolf’s left hind leg.

Immediately, I rush back at the wolf, keeping my body as low as possible, still trying to run fast.

My heart pumps like crazy and sends wave after wave of mana through my body. I immediately take it and send it through my muscles.

More.

Faster.

Take it, use it, expend it.

My body starts heating up, and I jump to the side, feeling something with my [Mana Perception].

The force of the wolf’s attack barely misses me, making me stagger a bit. But I quickly regain my balance and continue fighting.

The monster’s eyes stay glued to me. They are calm, yet there is something feral deep within them. They are dangerous.

Another spear flies at it, but it deflects it without even turning around, propelling itself toward me, mouth wide open.

I duck and roll under the wolf, and behind me, I hear the terrifying noise of its mouth shutting down.

As I pass under the monster, I put more mana into my finger and make a deep wound on his belly with [Oscillation].

My body feels so hot. I feel my Mana Circuit working in overdrive. It’s as if the blood is boiling in my veins, and I am about to lose control of my mana.

So, I [Focus] more.

[Focus - Level 4 > Focus - Level 5]

While letting out a scary noise, a spear passes by me, and the wolf dodges it while turning back to me.

Even wounded, he still looks composed and charges at me again without any hesitation.

Another spear passes by me, and I grab it right from the air. Immediately after, I point two fingers at the ground.

I lower my body to avoid getting pushed, and the repulsive force intended for the spear hits me, slightly pushing me away from the wolf.

When it’s gone, I throw the spear at him, charging again.

The wolf evades my spear and bites at me.

At the last moment, I duck my head to the side, and the monster’s shoulder hits my body, the spear passing through where my head was and burrowing deep within its mouth.

This time, it roars in pain; I grab its fur.

As it uses its skill, I continue to hold on to it, my legs flying in the air. In the end, I stab my fingers, coated in oscillating mana, as deep as I can into its neck.

Again and again.

I quickly stab four times before the force of its mana pushes me away.

“Sword,” I hear from Tess and put my hand in the air.

With her [Psychokinesis], she sends the sword back into my hand, and I grab it.

The majestic monster’s white fur is now covered in blood as red as its eyes.

Yet, it still calmly tracks my movement with its eyes.

It pushes again, drops of its blood flying away from it.

When the skills is depleted, the wolf attacks, immediately pausing as a shower of hundreds of small stones, twigs, and pieces of wood rush at it. Each piece is moving fast enough to kill a human back on Earth.

The shower is easily reflected. Immediately after, a spear burrows deep into its neck.

It looks down at the spear and then back at us and jumps back to dodge my attack. A stone as big as my head rushes at it, and it tilts its head to escape it. I’m then able to cut off its front leg with a blade humming with mana.

It loses its balance, and the stone that missed it comes soaring from behind, hitting the back of its head.

The monster staggers even more, as I leave a deep cut in its neck, creating a bloody line on his beautiful white fur.

For the last time, my body is thrown away, I roll on the ground and jump to stand up.

This time, the sword is still in my hand.

The Crimsonwolf forces its body back on its three legs and looks at us majestically and proudly. The light slowly disappears from its eyes, and we get the message.

[You have defeated the Crimsonwolf - Level 12]

[Level 10 > Level 11]

Only then does the monster fall to the ground.

[image: ]


I breathe out and slowly exit the deep state of my [Focus]. But I continue to strengthen my body a little bit to deal with the after effects of the fight.

Tess and I cautiously approach the fallen Crimsonwolf. Even being 99 percent sure that it is dead, my body tenses as we move closer, waiting for another wave of mana.

“Its skill felt similar to Kim’s,” Tess starts. The spears are already back and flying around her. She keeps looking around while we get closer to the corpse.

I quickly invest two points into constitution and one into mana.

“Not to yours?”

She shakes her head.

“It felt different from mine. It was much stronger, but it could only push.”

I see. Well, it’s not like it matters that much now.

Tess says what I’m thinking. “I think the monsters with names such as Cinderbear or Crimsonwolf are much more dangerous than just a normal wolf or bear.”

And I agree with her. Let’s be a bit more careful, even if the monster is at a lower level.

Hmm, what now? I really don’t feel like skinning the wolf.

The thought of skinning its corpse feels… not good. The wolf somehow felt majestic. Like a proud old warrior from fairy tales.

Sure, I can skin his corpse, but I won’t if I don’t have to.

Let’s leave it.

We don’t lack animal hides right now, and the wolf meat doesn’t taste that good.

“Did you level up?” I ask Tess, and the answer is just a short nod.

Now I am curious.

Not only about what she will pick but also about the traits themselves. Just the description of the trait can be a hint as to what should be possible to do with mana. So, we both impatiently rush back, and after drinking some water and eating some food, we go into the corner of the cave, and Tess tells me about her traits.

Unlike me, she was offered only seven traits:

Mana-Infused Musculature (Passive)

The user’s muscles are imbued with mana, providing them with increased strength and endurance. This trait enables them to perform feats of physical prowess beyond the capabilities of ordinary individuals.

Accelerated Recovery (Passive)

The user’s body is able to recover from injuries and fatigue more quickly than normal, thanks to an infusion of mana that accelerates their natural healing processes. This trait allows them to maintain peak performance during extended periods of physical exertion.

Farsight-Enhanced Reflexes (Passive)

The user’s farsight ability is integrated with their reflexes, enabling them to respond to threats and react to changes in their environment with exceptional speed and precision. This trait grants them a significant advantage in both offensive and defensive situations.

Psychic Shielding (Passive)

The user’s psychic abilities generate a protective aura that shields them from mental attacks and psychic intrusions. This trait grants them increased resistance to mind-altering effects and enhanced mental fortitude.

Kinetic Absorption (Passive)

The user’s body is able to absorb and store kinetic energy from impacts, allowing them to reduce the damage taken from physical attacks. This stored energy can be released in a burst, enhancing their own attacks or movements.

Mana-Enhanced Agility (Passive)

The user’s agility and dexterity are amplified by their connection to mana, allowing them to perform acrobatic feats and evade attacks with ease. This trait improves their overall mobility and responsiveness in combat.

Psychic Focus (Passive)

The user’s ability to concentrate and maintain their psychic powers is significantly improved, allowing them to utilize their abilities more effectively and efficiently. This trait enhances their overall control and precision when using psychokinetic powers.

In the end, Tess decides on Psychic Focus, and I leave her so she can get over the pain of acquiring the trait on her own.


CHAPTER 40

NEW SKILL



Finally!

Behold!

[Kinetic Redistribution].

Isn’t it beautiful? I love it as much as Biscuit loves food, probably even more!

After a buttload of testing, experimenting, and watching Kevin and others practice, along with some hints from the system, I was able to acquire this new skill.

There are a few minor similarities to Kevin’s [Reflection] and how Tess and Kim’s skills work, but that’s all—just small similarities.

The skill allows me to absorb kinetic energy and then reuse it.

So, let’s say someone hits me in my pretty face. If they do that, I can activate the skill and absorb some of that energy to reduce the damage. The energy I absorb can be used to strengthen my attacks, similar to how Tess uses her [Psychokinesis] to make spears fly faster.

It’s the kind of skill I like—a counter skill, a skill where I use the enemy’s attack against them while reducing the damage taken.

Sure, it’s only level 1 for now, but wait! Soon it will shine.

As for now, I’m not great at the redistribution part and can only reduce some damage to myself. The energy just disappears into the air, as I can’t get a handle on it yet.

Unfortunately, it only works for physical attacks and isn’t that effective when I’m being stabbed with something sharp, probably because the point of contact is too small.

But I already have a few theories and ways in which I’d like to use it in the future.

Anyway, let’s ditch Lily and Kim and practice my new skill!

Hey, why do you look so happy that I’m leaving?

What’s with the relief on your face?

Somehow it annoys me.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 350d 01h 5m 32s

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

Level: 12

Strength: 11

Dexterity: 9

Constitution: 16

Mana: 25

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 5

Mana Manipulation - Level 7

Mana Perception - Level 5

Oscillation - Level 3

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 1

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

Around two weeks have passed since the start of the first floor, but somehow it feels much longer. Well, at least my stats are nice to look at.

In the end, I decided to go with my strategy of putting as many stat points as I can into mana and then increasing my constitution bit by bit so my body will be able to handle the mana.

Ultimately, I do this because it allows me to put much more stat points into mana than if I wanted to increase strength and dexterity.

That’s it. I just want to play with mana. It still fascinates me, and now with my trait, it feels even better when I use it. In the long run, I think it’s the best decision, as mana feels much more versatile than investing my points into, let’s say, strength. Why would I? Instead, I can use mana to get a bit worse results—probably, and when I don’t need to strengthen my body, I will have a lot of mana to play with!

Well, the problem is that I might get absolutely destroyed if someone finds a way to stop me from using mana, the same way Hadwin did.

But worry not! I found a way to counter it!

Probably!

It’s simple; I just need to get my [Mana Manipulation] to the point where he won’t be able to affect my mana or something similar. I am sure even [Focus] can help a little bit to counter it.

Instead of being depressed by the amount of work ahead of me, I’m happy, as even now, I can’t see the limits of what I can acquire.

Just two weeks and I am like this. What will become of me in a few months? One year? Five more years? It sends goosebumps down my body, but not in the wrong way.

“Nathaniel.” Hadwin stops by me while holding the best doggo by its nape. Biscuit seems as if he gave up on life and just hangs in the man’s hand.

Not again. What did you do to him, Biscuit?

Also, good boy!

But tone it down; your smile is showing.

“Ever since we had a fight, he keeps pissing on my sleeping place, brings in pieces of meat and bones, and leaves them there. I would ask Samantha to do something about it, but lately, he doesn’t listen to her at all.” He is more annoyed than angry, I guess. “So please, can you do something about it?”

He puts the dog on the ground and leaves.

We look at each other, and Biscuit blinks slowly.

Is it possible for such a good boy to exist?
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I watch Kim as he tries to manipulate mana in his body following my instructions. He is getting better and better at this, easily the best out of the kids.

Yes, he still isn’t close to me. But as I continue to watch others, I start to suspect that the things I do with mana aren’t normal.

Kim is still stuck at level 3 of the skill, probably close to level 4 at this point, but to me, it feels like he is relying on the skill itself too much.

He knows about it, and we’ve tried multiple times, but it still comes back to this even though he is super hardworking.

It might improve with a good trait, but he is still far off from that, currently at level 6.

I still help him a bit to level up, as I promised when he gave me his sword for my personal lessons.

A cheap price to pay, I would say so!

I don’t understand why I had to pry the sword from his hand while he kept looking at me with unbelieving eyes.

No going back on your promise, not on my watch!

Anyway. He improved his [Gravity Well], and now he can use it on a small area, so I have him increase the gravity while I practice swinging my sword. We are defending our base pretty comfortably, so I find some time to exercise like this.

The effect of increased gravity is pretty strong, just in a small area, and in a few days of practicing and eating a lot of monster animal meat, I was able to increase my strength and constitution by one point each.

Another bonus is the rush of dopamine I feel after each exercise; damn, I missed exercising so much.

Kevin appears, closely followed by Lily. “For fuck’s sake, at least keep the shirt on!”

Huh? But it will get sweaty, and it’s super annoying to wash. I look at him and only tilt my head a bit, not even bothering to say it out loud.

Kevin sighs.

“I won’t even try to explain it to you.”

Good! So stay quiet so I can focus!

I get back to my training and move my sword through the air while increased gravity keeps pulling it down. My body feels so heavy, and I have to be careful not to lose balance; otherwise, I will get splatted on the ground in front of my lacking students.

There is no mana running through my body, as Kim’s skill isn’t strong enough yet for me to have to use it, so I exercise just by using my pure stats.

At some point, the world quiets down, and I focus on the movements and continue moving my body.

My muscles hurt, but it’s a good pain.

It means I put effort into it. It means that I am training as hard as I can to improve. If I put effort into it, I will be rewarded; that’s why it’s so addicting for me to exercise, as it always was.

Many minutes later, I stop when the gravity pulling me down weakens, and look at Kim; he is totally breathless.

“Out of mana,” he says, and I just nod and turn to go and wash myself a bit. Obviously, I will use the precious water we collected from a nearby stream, but that’s the advantage of being high in the rankings!

“Hey, Lily, why are you so red?” I barely hear Kevin talking his nonsense when I am nearly gone.


CHAPTER 41

LAUGHING SHADOW



Tess stole my hoodie.

Tess insists she’s only “borrowing” my hoodie, but deep down, I know the truth. That hoodie is gone, never to return. She’s like a hoodie black hole, absorbing all the coziness and leaving me shivering in my hoodie-less existence.

She says it’s because of the screw-up I made during our last hunt that she ended up with her clothes torn, but look, who would have guessed that the troll is so good at throwing stuff?

Totally not my fault.

And sure, with my increased constitution, I don’t feel the cold even in the slightly colder weather we are in, and the hoodie was just lying around in my gym bag, but… but, it’s mine, it was mine.

Well, whatever.

There are ten days remaining on the time limit for the floor quest, so I decided to hunt alone for some time. I took a lot of dried meat and a few bottles of water with me and went to the forest, leaving them to survive on their own for a few days.

Hadwin didn’t like it at all, and neither did most of them, but I think it will help them too. Some of them became too reliant on my help, stopped improving on their own, and just followed my lead. Sure, they will get hurt, maybe even die, but if they just continue to follow me, they will surely die in the future.

If we look at this like a game, the first floor should be the easiest one, right?

For me, the danger didn’t feel that big, and I have a feeling that my growth has stagnated as well. I don’t want to become too reliant on them, so I leave to return in a few days.

I am also worried that I am getting too close to them.
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The forest is quiet, as always, and without Tess’s scouting, I feel much more vulnerable, but surprisingly, I don’t hate it.

As always, there is mana flowing through my body, through my mana circuit, and my [Mana Perception] keeps sending wave after wave of mana into our surroundings like a sonar, trying to find something. The range isn’t that big, but it’s doable.

So I continue checking my quests once in a while. There still isn’t a new [Side Quest], unfortunately, but knowing the system, I am sure it’s cooking up something really spicy.

The first enemy I meet is a simple wolf.

[Wolf, Level 2]

Poor guy, how did he end up here? In such a high-level zone.

He sniffs me and starts running away immediately. Unfortunately for him, I send more mana through my body and dash at him with a speed higher than his.

Surely enough, I catch up to him, and he turns to attack me in a last-ditch effort.

I dodge, and his teeth clamp close to my head.

Then I slap him.

Yup. I bitch-slap that poor guy.

He staggers back, and I repeat it, and he falls down, unconscious.

I pull out the last remaining piece of the goblin shaman’s amulet and tie it to the wolf’s fur. I already did it multiple times in hopes of confusing the Cinderbear.

Fuck Cinderbear, though.

I started doing it immediately after the last time, and there should be seven wolves running around with a piece of amulet tied to their fur. Or they lost it. I don’t care. Just get that crap far away from me.

What the heck is it even? A tracking device?

Whatever, I stand up and leave the wolf alive.

I may or may not have petted him a few times before leaving.
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[Battletroll, Level 9]

I keep mana flowing through my body and blade, ready to use [Oscillation] at any time as I slowly walk toward the monster.

The Battletroll is only slightly bigger than the first troll we met; he is slimmer but holds a massive club in his hand, most likely made of a tree trunk. There are weird red tattoos over his body.

This time, I decide to fight him on equal footing.

I feel a pulse of mana from him, and he swings his weapon.

The attack is impressively fast, but instead of dodging, I coat my blade in mana to prevent it from being destroyed and let mana rush to my body while I use [Kinetic Redistribution].

Our weapons meet, and instead of instantly breaking my hand, I feel the force of his attack weaken as I absorb some of it with my skill. It’s much more than I expected, so I groan under the power of his attack.

Unable to do anything with the absorbed kinetic force, I just let it escape into the surroundings, creating a small shockwave with us at the center.

The troll roars and attacks again from the same side. Again, I block his attack with my sword, absorbing more force than the first time, yet I still get pushed and stagger a bit. However, I regain enough balance to block another attack, and another shockwave of absorbed kinetic energy explodes into the surroundings.

For the next few blows, I continue to block his attacks, and the way I use the skill improves a tiny bit every time.

I manipulate mana better and faster. Activating the skill sooner, using more mana at the right places, and reducing waste. Using bits of energy from his attacks to push against his weapon.

I dodge under his clumsy kick and block his club with my sword, but this time, I manipulate the absorbed energy and use it to create a weak shockwave that I aim back at the troll.

He staggers backward a little but quickly attacks me again.

I feel his body generating more and more mana, and his tattoos start glowing.

This time, I sidestep the attack, and it hits the ground. Earth explodes into the surroundings, and with a quick dash, I move closer and cut his leg off above the knee. The blade hums while wildly oscillating.

As he falls, I make a deep cut on his chest and then cut his club apart before jumping away.

My breathing is rough as I almost lose control over [Oscillation].

I send more mana into my body, but then I get the message.

[You have defeated the BattleTroll, Level 9]

Oh, it looks like I hit something important. I almost feel disappointed as the monster falls down, dead.

That’s it, I guess.

Out of nowhere, I sense a hint of mana at the edge of my [Mana Perception] range and focus more mana in that direction. The feeling disappears without leaving anything behind.

Huh?

I dash toward it, but I don’t catch anything. It’s gone, and there isn’t leftover mana left behind.

What was that?

The forest immediately feels more dangerous, and silence blankets the surroundings.

I feel mana behind me, but when I focus more on it, it disappears immediately in a way I can’t explain.

Cold sweat starts running down my back, and I dash away from it. Mana strengthens my muscles, and at this point, I am able to run as fast as a horse while letting [Focus] help me to do it without hitting any trees.

After a few minutes, I stop to catch my breath.

Another pulse of mana appears at the edge of my perception.

Damn.

I run again.

Ten minutes pass, and I continue to strengthen my body; my muscles feel hot as I continue to channel mana through my Mana Circuit to strengthen them. My mana pool is now big enough to keep it up for a really long time.

As I run, I continue to feel the same mana signature at the edges of my perception.

At first, I try to run away from it, but it starts to feel as if it’s trying to lure me somewhere, so I just avoid it.

At some point, I even attempt to dash toward it again, but it disappears and reappears behind me within a minute.

My [Mana Perception] continues to shoot into the surroundings, but I always only feel a hint of mana at the edge of my range.

While continuing to use the skill, I optimize it a bit and increase the range. However, the signature moves again, staying not entirely out of range but still close.

I stop.

My breathing is quick, and my muscles burn. Sweat runs down my body.

Something like laughter echoes in the distance. The presence appears once again at the edge of my detection.

You asshole. This is getting annoying. Fight me or something.

As if knowing what I am thinking, the cackle sounds once again, and the presence disappears.

It looks like there will be no sleep tonight.


CHAPTER 42

THE COST OF PERSEVERANCE



It’s already a day since the start, and Sneaky McSneakface still continues to stalk me. I continue to monitor it even as I fight the monsters, but it doesn’t attack at all. Yet, I do not let my guard down.

The only good thing that comes out of it is that I greatly improve my [Mana Perception].

The range is now bigger, and I can feel even smaller usages of mana. Yet every time I do so on this stalker, it lowers its mana signature.

At this point, I am sure that it’s making fun of me, as every time I dash at it, the presence immediately disappears. It’s either moving insanely fast, teleporting, or just can totally erase its mana but continues to let out some for some reason, probably to piss me off.

At one point, it did copy Crimsonwolf. I let one troll hit me with nearly his full power, almost breaking my arm in the process, but I absorbed an insane amount of kinetic energy and used it to propel myself toward the sneaky stalker.

The trees turned into blurred lines, and I even crashed through multiple branches, yet the stalker was able to run away without leaving a mana trail behind.

So that’s it.

I can’t ignore it, and it keeps me on my guard at all times. I do not dare to stop using mana to strengthen myself or for perception, so I continue to spend my mana.

To counter it, I improve my efficiency, and I am sure at this point, my usage is 20 to 30 percent lower than before Sneaky McSneakface appeared.

So, thank you, and fuck you.

Step on a Lego or something.
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More time passes. I haven’t slept for like thirty hours at this point.

Surprisingly, it’s not that bad. Constitution has turned me into a superhuman for sure, and mana is now nearly permanently flowing and strengthening my body, reducing the effects of lack of sleep.

As for returning and having others help me? I refuse!

I left to become less reliant on them, so coming back immediately after would feel pathetic. I also think this is something I can deal with on my own.

I took a sip of some water right from the stream, but I seem to be fine, so I came back and drank a bit more. It tasted really good.

Another problem is that I am already without any food. All this fighting and usage of mana made me hungry, and I ate it all.

The sneaky stalker is still stalking me and continues to avoid my attempts to catch it.

Surprisingly, shouting like a maniac and insulting its parents doesn’t help, and it still stays out of reach.

Oh, and I got lost. I forgot to mark the way.

It’s getting harder to think logically.
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More time passes, and I was able to sleep for like three hours; well, actually, I slept without wanting to.

I stopped to lean against a tree and fell asleep while standing.

What woke me up was a sharp pain in my side. When I woke up and swung my sword, there was no one there, and I found a small wound on my side.

The cackle sounded in the surroundings, and goosebumps appeared all over my body.
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I continue to fight trolls and goblins.

There are never-ending waves of them, and at this point, I am sure that the sneaky fucker is luring them to me.

I don’t remember when, but my sword broke, and I continue to use the hilt that still holds a bit of a sharp broken blade. My [Oscillation] continues to improve, and my [Focus] also leveled up.

So that’s something, I guess.
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I fell asleep again.

This time, I did lose around half of my pinky finger on my left hand.

But it was worth it. After waking up and feeling pain, I was able to wound the stalker before it ran away.

This time, it didn’t laugh.
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I am terribly hungry, but I continue to move.

Every time I pause for a bit longer, bigger and bigger groups of monsters attack me. Always monsters; I haven’t seen any animals in a long time. It’s always trolls or goblins.

Thankfully, they are not that high leveled.

Every time I level up, I put stat points into constitution, and that helps me continue.

The sneaky stalker isn’t laughing anymore, but I continue to feel it at the edge of my mana perception. I purposely reduce the range and continue to wait for the right opportunity.
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Huh, level 16. That’s pretty good, right?

I wonder what the others are doing. I bet they have warm food, those jerks.
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Yup, goblin meat tastes terrible.
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I finally saw the monster that was stalking me.

[Phantom Goblin - Level 9]

It doesn’t dare to come closer anymore, even after I pretend to fall asleep.
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I check the status, and there is exactly one week remaining until the end of the [Floor quest].

I also receive another [Side quest].

[Side quest]

Get one skill to level 10.

Rewards:

- 1 skill upgrade token

It sounds kind of underwhelming.
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The BattleTroll hits me straight on; my sword and hilt are already gone, so I use both of my hands to block him. I absorb more kinetic energy than ever before, yet my arms still break, but I push through the pain, kick his neck with the tip of my foot coated in [Oscillation] and propel myself toward the presence at the edge of my perception.

I mold the mana and send it all to my legs; my shoes literally explode from the pressure I put on them, and I dash barefoot. Then I release the absorbed kinetic energy and push myself even faster. My [Mana Perception] flashes into the surroundings like a sonar, and I locate the Phantom Goblin.

I reach him in a second, bulldozing through small trees; my shoulder collects unpleasant wounds, and I am sure I will be all bruised, but I push through it and reach the asshole.

He tries to run, but I let myself hit a tree, absorb a bit more energy from the crash, and use it to propel myself again.

The air around the goblin wavers, and his skin changes color like a chameleon, but this time, I quickly find him by his mana with my improved perception.

Finally, I land a kick on him, and he rolls on the ground.

The small green monster screams in pain, and it makes him cancel his skill. I dash before he tries to run and stomp on his feet, making him scream again.

Hahaha.

I stop for a second and continue to try to catch my breath.

My arms hurt, my body hurts, my stomach is sick, I feel thirsty, and my clothes are in tatters.

There are wounds all over my body.

Yet.

I laugh while the green monster screams in pain at my feet.

Then I stomp.

I break his legs and his arms, and the monster continues to scream and tries to crawl away even with broken limbs. It scratches me, but I ignore it.

I stomp on its stomach and chest, its neck.

I get the message about the kill.

But I continue until the green body at my feet turns into a mess of blood, bones, meat, internal organs, and green skin.

I breathe out.

Easy, not even close.

I laugh and then feel a wave of relief wash over my body. I realize how scared I was for the past few days, and I feel like crying.

But then I enter deeper into [Focus], and I slowly calm down.

My [Mana Perception] flashes into the surrounding area, encompassing a space roughly the size of a small village.

Let’s go back.


CHAPTER 43

THE WARMTH OF MANA



In the end, I didn’t find anyone. Tess found me.

Still wearing my hoodie, I see. Hoodie Snatcher.

Also, why such a face? It’s just a few flesh wounds and a few broken bones. With a bit of time, they will heal on their own, just by the power of my constitution. Infection also doesn’t seem to be a problem because of the stat.

Missing a piece of my pinky? You should see the other guy, hehe.

Actually, there might still be a few pieces of him on my feet.

I drink a lot of water and gobble up all the smoked meat Tess has with her. Then she leads me back to the camp and gives me an information dump while we walk.

It looks like they did relocate their camp because the trolls around it started to become stronger and stronger. Actually, overall, it looks like the monsters are at higher and higher levels.

The kids seem to be fine, but one more person died.

Actually, should I be calling them kids? They are only a few years younger than me.

Whatever, they look like kids to me, so it will stay.

As for the dead man, it’s kind of on him. He either didn’t put in enough effort and was just too naïve, not realizing the situation they were in, and just waited for others to deal with it.

Anyway, it’s not like I knew him.

The best doggo immediately welcomes me but stops just a bit away from me. I feel its eyes moving up and down my body.

Oi, I will be hurt if you don’t recognize me.

He doesn’t disappoint and rushes at me, jumping up my legs while bouncing on his hind legs.

Damn, I would be happy if I didn’t know that he just likes that his food dispenser came back.

“What the fuck, Nat. Did you get dragged across the entire forest?”

I will forgive Kevin, as he sounds worried.

“Welcome back,” Hadwin says shortly and nods, and I return the gesture.

People start gathering around me, and I hear them talk and ask questions over each other. Some are worried, some are curious, and soon enough, they start talking over each other and talking louder and louder to let their voices sound over other people’s voices.

I am too tired to deal with this.

I gently stomp my feet, and my mana flares up into the surroundings as I try to replicate the thing Cinderbear did.

Everyone shuts up instantly.

“I’m tired, so I will go and sleep. Tess, please show me where I can go.”

No one bothers us as she leads me toward the makeshift bed.

“I will keep watch,” Tess says simply, yet it makes her sound even more reliable.

A thankful feeling fills my body, and I fall asleep as soon as I put my head down.
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When I wake up, Tess is sitting on the ground near me. She instantly notices that I’ve woken up and just acknowledges it and continues to keep watch.

Thank goodness.

I’m not a morning person, so if someone talks to me right after I wake up, I stay grumpy the entire day.

Instead of saying anything, I just lie there and look up at the side of the cliff the base is built around. The spot is nice, and it seems like there’s only one direction the enemy can come from, as there is only a high rock wall behind us.

I continue to think over everything that happened, and thirty minutes later, when I feel like it, I finally ask, “How long?”

“You slept for six hours.”

Huh, that’s shorter than I thought it would be. I feel pretty good, all things considered, and even my arms seem to be healing pretty nicely. Did Lily help?

Fortunately, I don’t have to worry about my bones growing back in the wrong way, as the natural regeneration of a high-constitution body seems to be pulling them into the right places. It’s kind of fortunate, judging from how often I am getting wounded.

The only problem might be half of my missing pinky, but even now, when it’s all over, I feel like it was a low price to pay to hurt that little… I forcefully calm myself down and enter a bit deeper into [Focus].

Okay, it’s time to eat!

I hungrily look around, and it looks like Tess knows me very well, as there is a nice pile of dried meat near me and a full bottle of water.

After devouring it in what feels like a minute—with Tess’s help, I lie down on the makeshift bed and stretch my limbs.

Dude, really, fuck this forest. I want civilization.

Mattresses, freshly washed blankets, warm showers, sweets.

Give me.

Damn.

Let’s hope the second floor won’t be worse.

“Here’s your second shirt you left behind, but we don’t have any shoes or pants.”

I guess I can’t be too picky, but I will have to be careful not to fight around with my bare ass. That would be awkward, to say the least.

As for shoes, well, my constitution-strengthened feet don’t mind walking on the ground that much. I’m not even getting wounds from sharp stones or small pieces of twigs, which is also nice.

So, back to the [Side quests]. I take a peek at my skills:

Focus - Level 6

Mana Manipulation - Level 9

Mana Perception - Level 8

Oscillation - Level 4

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 4

It looks like the winner will be [Mana Manipulation].

Actually, I am kind of curious about what will happen if I upgrade one of my skills. How big will the difference be? Will there be more options to choose from, or is there just one?

Well, I will see soon enough, I guess.

Together with Tess, we join the others. Kevin is eating, so I clumsily grab the meat from his hands and start chewing it while sitting down next to him. He says something about gluttony, but doesn’t complain that much.

Yup, stolen food tastes better, I can confirm.

The doggo immediately joins and puts his head on my knee, and I feed him small pieces of dried meat while listening to other people talking.

No one asks me anything; they just talk about skills and their levels. At some point, they talk about people they all know and laugh, remembering how much they complained about homework.

I feel movement to my side, and Lily moves closer to me, our legs almost touching.

“I’m glad you made it back,” she whispers and holds my hand, the one with the missing piece of the pinky.

I feel her mana wanting to enter my body, and my mana instantly pushes hers back with ease, but I slowly calm it down and move it away. Her mana enters my hand. It’s warm and refreshing at the same time.

My pinky stings a bit, and I feel her mana focusing on the spot.

A few minutes later, she stops, and I swear the missing part of the pinky is smaller.

“I’m sorry, that’s all I can do for now. It will take a bit longer.”

With big eyes and black hair framing her petite face, a tiny nose rests in the center. Unlike before, when her hair freely flowed over her shoulders, her hair is now neatly tied into a ponytail, and she offers an apologetic smile.

“It’s fine.” I gently pull my hand from hers and get back to caressing Biscuit.

He’s even heavier than he used to be. I bet he kept stuffing himself with food while I was struggling out there.

As an act of revenge, I boop his snout, knowing that he doesn’t like it that much. He ignores me at first, so I continue doing so until he woofs at me.

Huhu, take that.

I poke him one more time, and he woofs again.

Kim comes back with a bit more meat, so I stop and grab some. The doggo turns to me. Immediately after, I hear something in my mind.

(Food!)

What the heck?


CHAPTER 44

BROKEN INSIDE



Istare at the corgi, and he stares back at me. He blinks a few times, and I do the same.

Okay.

Okay!

Maybe I’m just hearing things. Let’s try again.

I grab a piece of meat from Kevin and wave it in front of the dog.

(Food! Food!) I hear again, and the corgi starts wagging his tail.

I stare at him again, and he stares at me and the meat, unable to look only at me.

What the heck, Biscuit?! Did you obtain a skill or something?

Also, is it a telepathic communication skill or something like that?

A strong suspicion fills my mind. Did you obtain this kind of skill only to be able to ask for more food?

That can’t be, right?

(Food! Food!) I continue to hear it in my mind.

The corgi’s eyes now stay glued to the piece of meat in my hand and follow it from side to side as I move it in front of him.

Biscuit…

Why do I even bother? I throw the meat at him, and the voice in my head disappears.

He gobbles it up and looks at me with what looks like a cheeky smile.

You little twerp.

I will be mad if I get offered a tamer class or something like this in place of something much more awesome.

No one else seems to be surprised, so I guess I was the only one able to hear the corgi. It’s either because he did talk to me only, or they just were unable to.

I would pay just to see their reactions.

I lean back and close my eyes while listening to the quiet conversation around the campfire and feeling the warmth of the bodies around me.

Dang telepathic dogs, what’s next?
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Another day, another me!

Well, a big part of it is thanks to Lily, who kept healing me. This time, I told her to focus more on my arms, not my pinky, and that sped up my already awesome natural regeneration even more. I am sure she also got some nice practice out of it.

The entire time she healed me, I continued to follow the flow of her mana inside my body and also learned a tiny bit. Nothing too impressive, but hey, I have to start somewhere.

Telepathic doggo is still talking only to me, and his vocabulary is, well, unimpressive.

It consists of the word “food” in different tones.

As a question, as a request, and that’s mostly it.

He once tried to say it in what probably had to sound like an order, but I quickly flicked his snout, and he hasn’t tried it since.

Also, Sophie came back from the hunt, and her eyebrow went up when she saw the state my clothes were in and the lack of my shoes.

But that’s it. I just get a short nod that acknowledges my existence, and she goes to rest, followed by her sister, Maya, and Leon.

Yup, that’s the party she runs lately, and it looks like they are power-leveling her sister too. But, dang, I can’t imagine what this all does to someone as young as Isabella, as I learned she is called.

I send some mana toward them, just thin threads of it, and try to feel their mana pool. No one notices anything as I peek at it.

Sophie’s is the biggest one, but surprisingly, Isabella is the second, closely followed by Maya, and Leon is the last.

Dang, I wonder how much under her influence these two are.

I turn back to breathless Kim, and he still doesn’t seem ready to continue his training. In the time I wasn’t here, he improved greatly, so I have him practicing his [Telekinesis], throwing stones as big as his head at me, while I use my [Kinetic Redistribution] to absorb as much energy as I can from them.

Watching his skill also helps, as I observe the way his mana moves inside and outside of his body. His control is better now, and I can also follow the flow of his mana easier, so I get one or two ideas on how to improve the usage of my newest skill.

Another stone flies at me, and I extend my mana toward it while activating the skill. The stone slows down significantly, and in the end, it falls a bit in front of me. I manipulate and mold the absorbed kinetic energy and then shoot it back at the stone on the ground, pushing it a tiny bit.

Hmm, I am still not where I want to be.

Kim shoots the next stone at me. It flies through the air fairly quickly; the boy is not holding back at all. It’s aimed right at the middle of my chest. This time, I try to reduce the cone of absorbed kinetic energy I throw back at the stone, but I am unable to control it enough to do so. Instead, it’s even worse than before.

My intention is to reduce the cone enough to change it into a piercing attack of kinetic energy, molded in a way that would allow me to shatter the stone or pierce the bodies.

That would be nice, yup.

Imagine hitting someone and then getting hit by the force of your own attack, just more focused. I really like the idea of that, but as of now, it still seems far away, so I guess I will mostly use it to absorb some energy from attacks to propel myself.

Once again, I thank Crimsonwolf for the idea. Maybe the best mage will be from a zoo instead of one of us.

As I continue to mindlessly absorb Kim’s attacks, I think over my new findings.

Using my improved [Mana Perception], I went through my body in hopes of finding out what Sophie did to me and what prevents me from even thinking about… it happens once again, and my train of thought stops right there.

Yup, about that.

So, I found some weird thing inside my skull. It seems to be feeding on my mana and growing stronger together with my growing mana.

That would explain why I wasn’t able to remove it even after my level vastly outperformed hers.

My theory is that she used her [Manipulation] and [Mana Infusion] on me back then inside the bus when the first monster we met attacked.

At that point, her mana points were at three, while mine were at one, and she also said she started with [Manipulation] at level 2.

So back then, she was stronger than me, and in desperation and probably not even knowing what she was doing, she pushed her mana inside me and created this… construct. And then the construct grew with me while sucking on my mana to not be washed away by my mana pool.

It’s just guessing, but I am sure that I am close to it.

So I continue to watch the construct. My multiple attempts to remove it were unsuccessful. Even the full power of my mana wasn’t enough; like a parasite, it pretends to be a part of me, and my body and even mana seem to be partly tricked by it.

I will continue to observe it, and I might be able to learn something from how it works. I also start covering it with my mana, so Sophie won’t feel it by mistake while using her skill to detect enemies. She might not recognize it.

But damn, it pisses me off.

I gesture at Kim to stop and sit down, and he joins me breathlessly, but with a satisfied smile as he stares at the sky.

He has been like this since the start. Even after all he went through, he seems to be content with it and smiles happily every time he improves a bit.

Finally, unable to hide my curiosity and wanting to know the answer I thought over multiple times, I ask, “Why are you so happy?”

At first, he seems surprised by my question, but then he looks at me. His glasses are already gone as his improved constitution healed this defect, and his messy hair is longer than before.

“Everything feels meaningful now,” he starts carefully and then pauses. I just tilt my head slightly, waiting for him to continue.

“You know, back on Earth, all I did was study. My parents are super strict, and that’s all I knew.” He pauses once again. “But I was never good enough. I had to get better grades, study harder, behave better, and stop wasting my time.”

He looks straight into my eyes.

“It probably sounds silly to you, but it was way too much for me…” He is looking for the right words. “It felt like I couldn’t breathe. That’s the best way I can explain it.”

He takes a deep, long breath.

“I tried to kill myself once,” he says out of nowhere with a gentle smile on his face. Then he turns away from me to look back at the sky. “I just couldn’t handle it. All this pressure and disappointment from my parents. My older siblings were able to get to the best schools and universities; they got great jobs, yet me… no matter how hard I tried, I could never compare to them.”

I see.

“But now,”—once again, a smile flashes—“ it doesn’t matter anymore, and it won’t matter even if I come back to Earth. No more studying, no more comparing to my siblings, no more controlling me. I try hard, and I get rewarded. I practice and improve my level and my skills. Finally, I am good at something.” Ten or so small stones fly up into the air and start orbiting his hand in difficult patterns. “Everything I do matters now. I hunt food we eat, I fight enemies so we can stay alive, and I train so hard, it hurts sometimes.”

He laughs quietly.

“I know you understand. We are similar… somewhat,” Kim says, and I can’t help but agree a bit. Like his, my childhood was far from idyllic, so I can relate.

He can’t be more than fifteen, still a child in my eyes. His eyes are big, and his smile is bright. Stones orbit around his hand faster and in more difficult patterns. He seems happy.

Yet, I can’t shake the feeling that he is still somewhat wounded inside.

“You’re a good listener, Nat, and I know you won’t tell anyone. But even better is that I know you won’t judge me and that…” His voice breaks and he forces a smile.

“You can do whatever you want, Kim,” I say, then awkwardly tap his shoulder.

“Yes.” He smiles at me and the silence that ensues feels more comfortable than before.


CHAPTER 45

SPIDER MATRIARCH



So, the thing about our base being in a good position to defend?

Yup, forget about that.

Fucking spiders.

Yes, spiders as big as our best doggo attacked us while climbing down the wall we were camped against.

Literally, dozens of them.

Look, I don’t have arachnophobia, but even I was close to screaming like a little girl when I saw them and heard the disgusting noise of hundreds of legs tapping onto the stone wall as they climbed down.

The nice thing is that I finally saw Sophie’s sister in action, showing off her impressive mana pool.

A ten-year-old girl stretched out her hands toward the spiders and then turned into a human flamethrower.

Orange flames came into existence, burning down the spiders and making them screech in pain. Up until now, I didn’t know that spiders could scream from pain as they burned.

Unsurprisingly, they are super flammable.

Also, unsurprisingly, our camp made out of wood and skinned animal leather, was as well. So as the burning spiders fell down from the wall, they landed right on our camp.

That was the first time I saw Sophie hit her sister.

Well, she only smacked the back of her head, but it’s something.

I continue to cut down the spiders that attacked us while others try to collect as much stuff as they can. Leathers, bottles, and things we made out of animal bones or leather, flasks we made out of hides.

[You have defeated the Spider, Level 2]

[You have defeated the Spider, Level 3]

[You have defeated the Spider, Level 3]

The monsters are fairly easy to kill, and their most repeated attack is crawling or trying to jump onto us. To be honest, falling down and burning spiders are more dangerous. Biscuit even takes a bite out of a few spiders. But this time, he isn’t calling them food, so I guess even this glutton has some limits.

But things quickly change; in between smaller spiders, we spot bigger ones.

[Spider Worker - Lvl 4]

[Spider Protector - Level 6]

[Spider Warrior - Level 7]

There are more and more of them as time passes, and that makes people pack their stuff even faster.

Next to me is our artillery. Tess and Kim continue to shower the spiders with anything they can grab: stones, pieces of wood, and twigs. I even see them throwing the corpses of dead spiders. I bet they would throw the ones that are still alive, but for some reason, their skills don’t work on living beings like that.

It becomes even more ridiculous when they start throwing burning spiders back at them. Goddamn, imagine someone throwing the corpse of a burning human at you.

That’s metal.

It takes longer than I would like it to, but we slowly get to the point where there are far fewer burning and not-burning spiders. Who told them to be so flammable? Anyway, as I am ready to loosen some tension in my body, I notice a shadow at the top of the wall. But then it moves. Shadows do not move. Shadows are not hairy! Okay, maybe I have just a little bit of arachnophobia.

[Spider Matriarch - Level 16]

The absolute unit of a spider jumps down from the wall and flies through the air with its legs spread wide open. Its multiple eyes seem to be cold and lifeless. Pure dots of darkness, and unlike other spiders, the matriarch is covered in short white hair. Half expecting it to splash on the ground, I watch the spider, but before the matriarch meets its end, I feel a pulse of mana, and it slowly descends, landing almost elegantly.

Then the horror starts. The giant spider dashes toward us with insane speed, passes by me, and attacks Tess. The repulsive force of Tess’s [Psychokinesis] running at full power pushes even me away, but the matriarch just stops, unable to move closer and bite Tess. So instead, it flings one of its front legs. Tess, hit by it, flies away.

I stab the spear in my hand at the matriarch, but she jumps into the air, does a somersault backward, and softly lands on her legs.

What the heck?

The giant spider rushes at me, and I let mana rage through my body and stab at the spider. One of its legs flashes with insane speed and breaks the spear in my hand. Immediately after, one of the legs hits me the same way it hit Tess. I try to absorb the energy of the attack, but I am still thrown away.

While flying through the air, I rotate my body, fall down feet first, and run at the spider while boosting myself with the absorbed kinetic energy. There is an obsidian dagger in my hand, coated in wildly vibrating mana.

Once again, the spider avoids my attack, this time by quickly cutting sideways, then jumping back to avoid Kim’s shower of stones flying as fast as bullets.

Out of nowhere, all of its legs twitch, and it screeches in pain, instantly turning toward Sophie. With crazy speed, it changes course once more, but Leon steps into its way and stomps his foot, making a large area of the ground explode, and spear-like shapes made out of stone stab at the spider.

The matriarch, with unbelievable reflexes, jumps to the side and rushes again, only to stop and screech once more.

That allows Maya to sprint at the spider while mana hovers around her body, creating something like a see-through armor made out of mana. She is really fast, but the monster still evades her by jumping to the side and attacking the woman while in the air, sending her flying.

I am already racing there, predicting where the spider will land. The mana on my blade becomes brighter and vibrates wildly.

But the matriarch doesn’t give a damn.

While in the air, I feel a wave of mana from her, her legs pushing against an invisible wall, and she flies back toward Maya.

The heck!?

Before the spider reaches Maya, a giant wall of flames erupts in front of it. Once again, the spider dodges midair, using an invisible platform to jump.

Then I hear the terrifying whistle, and the spear buries itself deep into the spider. The screech hurts my ears.

Determined to use the opportunity, I leap at the spider while Leon attacks it. A stone spear hits one of its legs as Sophie does something that makes the spider freeze.

Wanting to protect their matriarch, dozens of spiders continue to charge at us but are mowed down by Hadwin and others. The old man continues to just stand in the middle of them, and they continue to attack him, trying to bite him. For some reason, they are unable to pierce his skin and he continues to maul them with what looks like a smaller tree. Every hit sends a spider flying away with a broken body.

Damn, old man…

I reach the matriarch, and she swings her leg at me. I partly escape it, absorb some of the energy, and use it to propel myself closer.

Finally, I stab my dagger deep inside the spider, and my mana flares up around the blade, making the effect of [Oscillation] bigger.

Still, I have to jump back immediately after as the spider tries to bite me with its massive fangs.

Then, instead of trying to run away, it runs at Leon while avoiding his stone spears.

Maya then jumps in front of the man while looking amazingly calm and calculating, as if there isn’t a giant spider rushing at her.

She waits until the last possible moment and stabs her spear through the head of the matriarch. The spider bites at her shoulder, but the mana around her upper body flares up into existence, creating armor around her chest.

Still, the fangs penetrate her shoulder while crushing the translucent armor. But Maya doesn’t react, and continues to stab at the spider. At the same time, a shower of stones and a stone spear hits the matriarch, and the giant white spider slowly dies.

[You have defeated the Spider Matriarch, Level 16]

The dark-skinned, athletic young woman looks around calmly while pushing the dead spider away from her, the fangs exiting her skin. Our gazes meet for a second. She flashes me a bright, cocky smile and turns around.

Hmm, what did Tess say a few weeks ago? That there is another person with [Focus] among the passengers?

I guess I don’t have to ask Tess who it is.


CHAPTER 46

PUSHED TO THE LIMIT



So, in the end, Lily did heal Maya.

For free.

What the heck!

Venom? Yeah, it either got dissolved by Lily’s healing or wasn’t strong enough to pose a problem for Maya.

Walking away from our last camp, a small group of monsters attacks us every few minutes.

Currently, the sky is without its phony suns, and beautiful aurora-like lights shine, which somehow makes every monster suicidal.

It’s even worse than before.

Sure, some confidence is nice, but can you imagine attacking our group as two level 2 goblins?

Well, that’s what happened a few times.

What legends.

Sophie sometimes gets too annoyed dealing with low-level monsters and tries to send them away, but every time a stone flies as fast as a bullet, it crashes through their heads and kills them.

Kim doesn’t care about it not being worth it. Even if he doesn’t get much out of it, he continues to snipe them down.

The look Sophie gives him…

(Food. Food!) Biscuit continues to scream in my head.

Dang it, Biscuit, you just ate.

Our little doggo seems to be confused about why we are leaving behind such an amazing amount of food and, once in a while, takes a few bites before running back to us in his wobbly way.

At some point, we split from the group and hunt the same way we used to do it before. Tess and I walk in front of the group and focus on taking down higher-leveled targets.

Up until now, we haven’t encountered any “named” monsters, as we started calling them. The monsters such as Cinderbear, Crimsonwolf, BattleTroll, and Spider Matriarch.

But there are so many of them.
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I pull my dagger out of the troll’s head and jump down, ignoring the notification about the kill.

Immediately after, I let my mana flare up and head toward another troll.

I slide on the ground past his swing, and when I am closer, I jump back up, high enough to reach his head and slash across his neck while using [Oscillation].

Another notification about a kill.

I continue and race at a group of three goblin warriors.

The first one dies from my strengthened kick, and his head disappears in an explosion of blood, brain matter, and some skin.

Notification.

I bury my dagger into the neck of another goblin warrior, and it breaks. I kick him away, and he hits the tree behind him, breaking his spine and other multiple bones.

Notification.

The last goblin stabs at me; I grab his hand holding the dagger. I break it, grab the falling dagger, and slash his neck with it.

[You have defeated the Goblin Warrior - Lvl 6]

“Level 15 Battletroll ahead of us,” Tess says to me instead of informing me by using mana pulses.

Damn. That doesn’t sound good.

“Weapon?”

“None, and he is alone.”

“Let’s go back and have one or two people join us.”

Then I hear the earth-shaking rumble and see trees exploding in the distance.

Well, of course, it’s too late for that.

“Keep your distance; I will tank. Battletrolls can strengthen their bodies, and when you see its tattoos glowing, be careful,” I say quickly and turn toward the source of the noise.

The Battletroll appears from behind a tree in an explosion of wood, earth, and twigs. Unlike other trolls, he isn’t slouching, his hands are shorter, and his proportions are mostly human-like. His muscular body is nearly fully covered in white tattoos.

He doesn’t stop at all and just continues to rush at me, so I have to step to the side.

The massive monster passes by me and roars. Instantly, he slows down, and his legs burrow into the ground as he slides into the trees, unable to stop the inertia from his massive body and weight. Soon after, the earth explodes, and he charges at me again.

I escape again, but this time, I leave a wound on his leg as he passes by me. He is really tall; my head is only slightly higher than his knees.

With another roar, his mana explodes into the surroundings and then gets sucked in by the tattoos on his body, making them shine with white light.

I expected him to be fast, but he is much faster than I thought he would be. The massive body appears in front of me in a split second, as if teleporting, and he swings at me.

Damn.

My mana flares up, and I reach out toward him with my [Kinetic Redistribution] and start slowing his swing. Even before he is halfway through his attack, I lose control over the absorbed energy, and it explodes into the area like a shockwave.

Not good!

I enter a deeper [Focus], and calmness washes over my mind. Knowing that I will die if I get hit by the full force, I collect my mana as quickly as ever before and once again activate [Kinetic Redistribution]. I absorb as much of his attack as I can and throw the kinetic force against his fist, slowing it down even more.

Then I take the hit with my bare hands while absorbing it once more. Mana rages through my body, strengthening it. I stop the massive monster’s hand in front of me.

He looks surprised that something so tiny stopped his attack, so he roars. Soon after, there’s a terrifying sound and he’s hit in the eye by a spear.

He roars, staggers backward, and kicks at me. I miss his kick by reading his movements; he is just that fast.

I absorb some kinetic energy as the kick passes by me, using it to propel myself under his legs. While passing beneath him, I’m able to deeply wound his calves. My dagger doesn’t break, thanks only to the [Oscillation] coating it.

Good, it’s doable.

I turn around to hit him again, but the troll is gone.

Huh?

I hear Tess scream and feel mana behind my back.

Damn.

With speed I didn’t know I was capable of, I activate [Kinetic Redistribution] and use it on my back. The entirety of my mana rushes there, and my body burns, unable to handle such an amount so quickly.

Even while using the skill, I get hit and find myself crashing through the trees. I roll into a ball, let go of the absorbed kinetic energy to slow myself down, and focus my mana on strengthening my body.

Yet, I still get hurt.

My right hand is bleeding, my left leg twists in a weird direction, and a piece of wood stabs through my right shoulder. I almost lose consciousness.

I continue to roll, adding scratches and bruises to my body. I absorb as much of the energy as I can and push it in the direction where I am rolling, hoping to slow myself down.

Then the world finally stops spinning.

I feel a huge mana signature approaching and the ground shaking.

Not good.

I try to get on my legs and almost fall down.

NOT GOOD!

I [Focus], and in desperation, I stop trying to limit my mana and let it freely ravage my body. Immediately, I feel my muscles burning, and some of my capillary veins explode from the pressure.

My Mana Circuit feels as if someone is using white-hot iron to mark my body repeatedly.

The troll is chasing me. He’s really close, ignoring multiple spears hitting him. I even feel the full force of Tess’s [Psychokinesis] explode around us.

Tess screams something, and trees bend and tear from the ground; the earth flies up in the air. I can see the terrible pressure she is trying to put on the Battletroll, but he doesn’t slow down.

He rushes through all of it while his tattoos shine with beautiful white light.

I [Focus] and forcefully take control over my vast mana, moving it, molding it in the way I want.

I hear the notification, and the world loses even more of its colors. I don’t hear anything anymore.

Then my mana flares up.


CHAPTER 47

THE PRICE OF GREED



The Battletroll swings his fist at me, its tattoos shining brighter than ever, the entire force of its rush is behind the swing. It becomes even more ridiculous when they start throwing burning spiders back at them. Goddamn, imagine someone throwing the corpse of a burning human at you.

That’s metal.

I lift up my left arm and reach out toward the monster’s fist with my open palm. I barely hold back the mana ravaging my body.

The troll’s attack connects and touches my arm first.

And that’s all.

His movement stops, the entire force of his attack disappearing in a blink.

The world comes to a stop.

Then I try to redirect the energy, and my entire left arm explodes almost up to my shoulder, in a fine mist of blood, flesh, and bones.

A short moment later, the Battletroll’s head explodes in the same way.

Then I pass out.
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I wake up, and immediately wish I hadn’t.

Hoping I did level up, I try to invest three stat points into constitution, and it actually works.

Now I have to wait.

I focus on breathing slowly. Sluggishly opening my eyes, I realize that two fake suns are again in the sky, and I am lying down on a few hides in the middle of a small clearing, so similar to the one where we first appeared. The only difference is the soft hum of a stream of water nearby.

“Nathaniel.”

For fuck’s sake, Tess, a bit quieter.

“Nathaniel…” she repeats, her voice a bit softer now.

My bleary vision adjusts to the light, and I see Tess’s head is sitting nearby, but that doesn’t explain the warmth I feel at my side. Turning away, I see Lily lying against my body, her face vacant and exhausted. I flinch but moving any further away would leave her head that’s resting on my arm to fall to the ground.

My only arm…

“She did all she could, more than all she could,” Tess says.

The stump below my shoulder is healed, covered in new, smooth, pale skin untanned by the sun.

All thanks to Lily.

Goddamn.

I guess I owe them both now.

I send mana through my body and enter [Focus]. It takes longer than before, and my body hurts while I’m doing so, but soon enough, I can focus a bit better and check out the rest of my body.

The smaller wounds are already gone, and only the big ones are the problem.

My entire left arm is gone.

My right arm hurts, but it’s thankfully not broken.

My left leg is not twisted anymore, but I can feel that it’s not fully healed.

“Status,” I whisper.

Then I slowly lift my right arm and roll my fingers into a fist, then lift my middle finger to show it to the holographic window floating in front of me.

Eat shit!

What the hell!

Why the heck does every god-forsaken monster on the goddamn first floor of this dumb tutorial use goddamn magic so well?

What asshole came up with such an idea?

I swear, one day, I will find the empty head who came up with this, and I will screw him up.

The window disappears, and I close my eyes.

For fuck’s sake.

I enter a deeper [Focus] and calm down a bit.

My arm is gone. Just GONE. That will ruin my balance and maybe mess with my Mana Circuit? Not even talking about all the other things.

I know I am at fault too. Almost the entire time, I continued to put more and more points into mana, relying on my talent way too much while hoping that my body would be able to handle it somehow.

It’s a good idea, and it can work. But this is Hell difficulty.

Monsters here are crazy…

Even if I have a higher level, I can get killed if I’m not careful, as the Phantom Goblin showed me so nicely.

Battletroll, Spider Matriarch, Crimsonwolf, and goddamn Cinderbear; all of them can use mana in some way and often have much higher base stats.

But.

It’s my fault. I became too greedy, too charmed by mana, a shiny new thing, and ignored what I am good at.

Yet, I know I will not change the way I go about it.

Even if it costs me my arm, even if it destroys my body.

For the first time in my life, I found something I am willing to die for.

And in the same way, I am willing to sacrifice others to survive, I am willing to sacrifice myself.

It’s dumb, it’s not logical, and it doesn’t sound like me.

Yet, ever since I first moved my mana, I feel as if something inside me changed.

Even as I lie down with my body in tatters, my head ringing, and after nearly dying, I continue to move mana in my body.

[image: ]


My balance is really messed up with my entire left arm gone. I am barely limping, and my shoulder hurts every time I move it.

But I walk on my own.

I don’t despair.

Even if they leave me now when I am not useful, I won’t give them the satisfaction of seeing me desperate and scared.

Yet, they don’t do that.

Tess is helping me while she could use the precious time to level up more.

Lily is almost permanently near me, healing me every time her mana regenerates a little bit.

Kevin and Kim showed some worry as well and asked me if they could help me somehow.

Even Doggo seemed to be less cheery when asking me for food.

I… I don’t know how to react.

Are they just trying to help me out in hopes I’ll come back to my full power quickly and owe them one?

Is it just pity, and they will throw me away when they don’t have a choice?

Yet, Tess helped me, she dragged me back and is keeping watch over me. Lily continues to heal me, and even the two boys seem more considerate than usual.

I am worried that I wouldn’t be able to do the same for them if our places were swapped, and that bothers me for some reason.

It bothers me a lot.
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“Hey, Nathaniel, do you need a hand?” Sophie asks me when she sees me picking up some water to take a drink.

That’s it! Finally. Goddamn.

I started feeling too awkward around all these people being super considerate and trying to even avoid looking at the stump I have instead of an arm.

I like this much more.

“Such a dick move, verbally attacking an unarmed person,” I answer back, and shock flashes across her face before she smiles at me.

Her eyes measure me up and down, probably trying to guess if I am still someone she should be wary of.

I even feel a tiny wisp of her mana reaching out toward me, carefully, almost unnoticeably.

When it comes closer to me, I send a pulse of mana right at Sophie while imitating the way Cinderbear used mana.

My mana obliterates hers and hits Sophie, making her rouse up mana around her body.

I push out more and more, showing her the entirety of my mana pool, and our eyes meet.

I am wounded.

I can’t walk properly right now, and I am missing an arm.

But I will not give up.

If they take my arm, I will kick; if they take my legs, I will crawl and bite.

Up until my last breath.

After a while, Sophie gives me another smile. There is no sympathy in it, yet I prefer it over the warmth others give me.

Then she leaves.
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Sophie Martinez

Even when I tried to be as careful as possible, he felt my probing nearly instantly, and his mana fired up, totally obliterating and pushing back my mana.

Tattered, and crippled, yet his face looks calm as always as he looked at me with his differently colored eyes.

And the mana he has.

What level is he? How many points did he invest in mana? And how was he still able to be so fast, strong, and agile while putting so many points into mana?

I don’t even try again and leave, soon joining Maya, Leon, and Izzy.

My little sister instantly jumps and sits near me, and I put my arm around her. The heat of her small body next to me calms me slightly as I caress her hair.

“So, how is he?” Maya asks curiously.

“I wouldn’t mess with him.”

“Huh? He’s done, right? There’s no way he’ll survive when the night comes again. I bet I could take him on right now.”

Remembering his firm gaze and vast mana, I somehow doubt that.

“Others will help him,” Leon says shortly with his strong accent.

“They will. There’s no way they will just stand by,” I warn him.

“Pfff, only Tess is worth something; the rest of them are like headless chickens without Nathaniel telling them what to do.”

I’ve thought it over multiple times and partly agree with Maya. Tess is probably the strongest one of everyone here, now that Nathaniel is so severely wounded. But the others aren’t as bad as Maya may think. Sure, Lily isn’t combat-oriented, but Kim and Kevin would certainly surprise her.

“Don’t forget that Lily did heal your shoulder,” once again, the big man says.

“I would have been fine even without it! It just healed a bit faster. I don’t owe her anything!”

Before they start fighting again, I interrupt them.

“Also, I think you were right, Maya. Nathaniel probably also has [Focus] or something similar to it.”

“I knew it!” The woman in her mid-twenties instantly gets distracted by new information and forgets about the fight she was about to start with Leon. “That brat is too calm! I always…” She continues to talk over Leon, who is trying to say something, and I listen to her in the back of my mind, making sure I remember everything she says.

I also continue to carefully send my mana at her.

Unlike Nathaniel, she doesn’t notice it at all, and I slowly continue probing her with my [Manipulation].


CHAPTER 48

PROMISES MADE



So, I almost had a heart attack.

The cause?

A goddamn dog.

I was eating some dried deer meat when I felt mana activate close to me and instantly rolled backward, activating my skills.

But what I saw made me open my mouth like a goldfish gasping for air.

Biscuit was standing there, and from somewhere around his shoulders, two tentacles made of dark purple mana reached out toward me. When I rolled away, one of the tentacles unsuccessfully continued trying to grab a piece of meat I had dropped. So, the corgi wobbled closer and ate it from the ground.

Then the tentacles disappeared.

Another strong suspicion hits me.

This can’t be, right?

Not again.

There is no way he learned it because he can’t jump up and grab food from our hands or some high place we would put it in to hide it.

Please, someone, tell me it’s not because of that.

The corgi tilts his head and continues to look at me while breathing loudly with his tongue sticking out.

Biscuit…
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Since then, I’ve had some fun by not telling anyone and watching people scream as the corgi tried it on them as well.

Hey, look, if it works, it works. Most of the time, they at least dropped their food, and the corgi ate it from the ground.

What I noticed is that for some people, he didn’t even bother reaching out to them with his mana tentacles. He just “spawned” them to scare people into dropping their food.

That’s my boy.
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Half a day passed, and my leg is nearly fully healed. I asked Lily to focus her healing there and ignore the rest of my wounds for now, and it did help a bit. As always, I continue to watch the way she uses her skill and the movement of her mana as it heals my wounds. It looks fairly simple at the start, but when I try it, nothing happens.

At this point, I am sure her mana is doing something on such a small, maybe even microscopic, scale, and I can’t ever observe it with my current skills.

Obviously, I will continue to try, but I don’t think I will be able to replicate her skill anytime soon.

I check my skills:

Focus - Level 7

Mana Manipulation - Level 9

Mana Perception - Level 8

Oscillation - Level 4

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 5

So, [Mana Manipulation] is the closest one to level 10, and with a few days remaining, I am sure I will be able to complete the [Side quest].

Overall, it’s not bad, but I will need some ranged attacks or something to shorten the distance between me and my opponent.

I already noticed it during the fight with the Spider Matriarch.

Sure, I am fast, really fast, but she was much faster, and I had trouble even getting to her. And what would happen if I got into a fight against someone with ranged attacks and good positioning? Yeah, it would make things difficult.

Hmm, what are my options?

Tess’s [Psychokinesis] or Kim’s [Telekinesis] would be nice, but I tried them multiple times, and they seem to be similarly difficult to Lily’s healing skill.

Kevin’s [Combustion]? To be honest, I don’t like it that much. Sure, I can grab some things, charge them up with skill, and then throw them, but it would feel awkward, not to mention the charging time needed before throwing.

Leon’s technique, the stone spears, or something? I didn’t even have time to check it out during the fight with the matriarch, and somehow, I don’t think he will be willing to teach me.

So that’s it, I guess.

I will have to push through with my close-range combat and try to do something to increase my movement speed even more than just strengthening my body with mana.

Absorbing some kinetic power and using it to propel me forward is good, but what if someone throws fire at me or some magical nonsense?

Phew… Let’s just continue practicing.

I move my body in various ways to get used to the altered balance I have right now with my missing left arm. My balance is off, but I know that I am exceptionally talented when it comes to using my body.

I’ve been told that since I was young, so getting used to it won’t be such a problem.

Another thing is that my arm is not gone forever, and I just need to keep Lily alive long enough so she can level up her [Rejuvenation] and regrow it. It might take some time, but I am sure I will be able to get my arm back.

The problem is that I will be weakened until then, but that also might not be such a significant issue. The reason is mana.

Yup, this time, a human will learn something from an animal!

The gluttonous dog awakened his skill at the best possible moment. I will totally copy it, yup.

Actually, I already started. I dangle food in front of him and ask him to use his skill to get it, and the best boy somehow understands.

Only after about thirty minutes of observing his skill, I realize that he is actually improving.

He learned to make the tentacles thinner to make it easier to grab small pieces of meat from me. It sent shivers down my back.

What have I done? What monster am I creating here?

Huhu.

Anyway, the skill alone doesn’t seem that difficult, but it will require a lot of mana.

Biscuit’s skill takes care of efficiency and activation, and the dog only controls it, but I will have to push a lot of mana out of my body, manipulate it, make it denser, and shape it into the form of an arm.

Also, I will have to somehow connect it to my body so it doesn’t stay behind when I move… Wait.

Sure, I found out that it’s easier to manipulate my mana outside my body when it’s connected to me at least a bit, but what if I improve enough? Won’t it be possible to create objects that are not touching me and manipulate them?

Is that how Ethan’s mana shield did work? Probably. More testing is needed!

Also, I will have to watch Maya a bit more. Her second skill, the translucent armor she used, might be a good inspiration for what I want to do and help me create not an armor but a translucent arm for myself.

I feel Lily’s mana nearby, so I stop practicing and turn to her instead. As she walks closer, she gives a small smile. “I’ve replenished some mana.”

As I’ve done a few times before, I sit on the ground with my back against a tree, and she sits next to me. Then she places her hand on my knee, and I push my mana away so hers can enter and start healing.

It’s warm yet refreshing, like a breeze on a hot day.

A minute passes as we sit there in silence, and I look at her hand on my knee. It’s so small. Looking closely, I realize that most of the nails look as if she’s been biting them off, probably out of distress.

Not everyone has skills such as [Focus], and it’s not hard to imagine how much pressure it puts on someone like Lily.

She continues until she’s out of mana, and I notice that she pushes to get the last bit of it out. Some sweat even appears on her forehead from how hard she’s focusing, and her hand trembles a bit.

Why?

Just take care of yourself, you silly girl.

We’re just strangers.

It all just makes me feel sour.

“Phew! That’s it for now, I guess.” A bright smile appears on her small face, but then we hear a twig crack nearby, and she shudders, quickly turning toward it. Fear flashes through her face, but she pushes it away as fast as it appeared.

I don’t look there, as with my [Mana Perception], I know it’s just a corgi passing by.

“Lily,” I say quietly without thinking about it much.

She turns to me, smiling again, but there’s still some stiffness in her body.

“I can’t promise you that everything will be fine, but know that I will help you if I can, okay?”

I’ll help you. I need you. I need you to get my arm back. There isn’t any other reason…

Her face freezes for a bit, and she nods slowly.

She doesn’t say anything, but as she turns around, I see that her eyes are wetter than before.

She leaves, and I let mana flow through my body while looking up at the sky.


CHAPTER 49

TRAUMA



Only three days left until we complete the [Floor quest]. As it draws nearer, I realize that we’ve actually spent almost thirty days here in the forest full of monsters.

But the monsters are getting stronger and attacking even during the day now.

I avoid a stab with a spear and kick a goblin’s head, completely evaporating it in the process.

[You have defeated a Goblin - Level 4]

Even normal mob monsters are getting stronger. The highest normal goblin from before only reached level 3, but now? They range from levels 4 to 6. There are almost no animals anymore, either eaten by monsters or having run away, so we are surviving only on the food we were able to save up. We don’t even have time to boil water, we just drink it straight from the stream now.

And our base? Gone. Oh, and two more after that. Every time we stop to build some defenses, monsters attack us in bigger and bigger waves, so we keep moving.

I coat my dagger in [Oscillation] and nearly cut off a troll’s leg, then do the same to two more trolls. The fourth one deflects my dagger and swings at me. I absorb all the kinetic energy of his hit and shoot it back at him, making him stagger backward. With the remaining energy, I move in his direction and rip a terrible wound across the entire length of his chest. I attack again, this time jumping right into a group of five goblins.

In the back of my mind, I hear notifications as others finish the monsters I wounded.

[You have defeated a Troll - Level 7]

[You have defeated a Troll - Level 9]

[You have defeated a Troll - Level 8]

It keeps going on as others continue finishing them as they fall down.

Kevin has learned to coat the tip of his spear in his [Combustion] and just jabs the spear at someone, then activates it, usually blowing off a massive piece of his target. Of course, the weapon gets destroyed, but with so many goblins around, he just grabs another one.

Kim, meanwhile, found a massive piece of iron ore or something. Unlike stones, it doesn’t get destroyed when he hits more durable enemies with it, so he continues to move it around. To be honest, it’s a kind of terrifying technique against bigger and slower enemies.

I absorb some energy and jump into the air, then throw it in front of me. It pushes me backward, and I attempt to hit the monster with my left hand. Well, I try to, but my hand isn’t there. Obviously. The price of my short hesitation is another hole in my clothes and a narrowly missed dagger through my belly. I boost my body with mana and stab the neck of the goblin.

Let’s forget about that.

[You have defeated the Goblin - Level 5]

After a few more minutes of fighting, there are far fewer monsters, and we’re finally able to breathe a bit. Judging from previous experience, we have around three hours before another large group finds us and attacks. But it’s not like we’ll be totally left alone; there will still be smaller groups attacking, but compared to the big ones, they feel like a joke.

Kim’s lump of iron ore slowly passes by me, completely covered in blood, guts, and some brain matter.

That’s quite metal.

Anyway, Biscuit is already eating. The corgi is an advocate of absolute equality—he eats everything without caring about size, gender, or skin color.

Dark purple tentacles reach out from behind his shoulders and hold the cut-off goblin legs while the dog munches.

The amazing skill he somehow acquired has turned into a glorified utensil.

Why do I even bother?

“I need to sleep a bit,” Tess says wearily as she approaches me, her movements sluggish.

Behind her back hover ores similar to Kim’s, but hers are a bit flatter and with some sharp edges, slightly elongated. While using a ton of mana and with a loud, terrifying noise, she was able to flatten out two pieces of ores and stretch them a bit.

I won’t lie, it was as cool as it was scary.

Thankfully, her skill doesn’t work like that on beings with mana in them, at least for now.

“I’ll keep watch,” I agree pretty easily.

She did the same for me when I went to sleep some time ago. She nods gratefully, places a piece of leather down near a tree, and lies down. Within a few seconds, she’s asleep. Another useful skill we were forced to learn to get at least a bit of sleep here and there.

“I’m sleepy as hell,” Kevin says without waiting or asking, lying down near Tess and falling asleep immediately.

“Thanks,” Kim adds and does the same.

What the heck?

Kevin slept last time too! If I can’t sleep, he won’t sleep either.

I grab his leg and pull him toward me while he complains, but he does so quietly, still sane enough not to wake up a tired Tess. She can be really grumpy, and he still remembers the last time he did that.

“Goddamn, Nat, it wouldn’t kill you to let me sleep!” he whispers.

I just point toward the tree where I sense the mana signature of three goblins. By focusing a bit more, I can tell that they have similar signatures to level 4 to 5 goblins.

“Three goblins. Kill them, and this time only with [Combustion].”

With Tess and Kim being so strong, he’s already starting to fall behind, so he’d better level up and gain a bit more experience.

Grumbling, he goes there, but I notice that he’s ready to fight and his mana fires up inside his body. A few minutes later, he comes back, having successfully finished his task.

Good boy!

“It’s annoying without [Reflection],” he complains.

So? It’s not about having fun; you have a pretty nice skill, so you’d better learn it!

Tsk, tsk, ungrateful brats.

Then, during the next two hours, I continue sending him against small groups of goblins to practice his skills. After some time, I find it kind of fun and give him different orders:

Use your legs only.

Continue reflecting their attacks for as long as you can.

Don’t use mana now.

It’s like having my own Pokémon. I’m starting to understand why so many people liked the games so much.

Halfway through, Lily joins us, having finished healing some small injuries around the temporary camp. As she’s done a few times before, she sends her healing mana through my body.

And me? I just stand near our two sleepyheads and only help out when there are stronger monsters while trying not to stray too far.

When it’s almost time to go, Hadwin comes to us.

He looks… good. His body has gained some muscles, like all of us; the stats do that, and I swear he looks healthier than at the start. It’s hard to describe. The way he moves energetically, the strength of his voice, his skin—he looks a bit younger than before.

Is it the effect of the stats or something else?

“It’s almost time to go,” he says shortly, and I nod. To be honest, he’s doing a pretty good job organizing all this stuff and still finds some time to level up while giving orders to his “group.”

There are currently three groups:

Me, Tess, Kim, Kevin, and Lily.

Sophie, Isabella, Leon, and Maya.

And Hadwin with the remaining six people, including Biscuit’s owner, three school kids, the bus driver, and one more woman.

Hadwin’s group doesn’t feel that strong, but from what I’ve seen, they have pretty good coordination. The older man finally leaves, and I send Kevin to wake up Tess.

While he does so, I sense a hint of mana near us.

Without letting it show, I stop probing and just walk toward the spot while acting as if I’m going somewhere else. I even yawn and stretch while walking, trying to appear as careless as possible.

When I’m passing by the spot where I felt the presence, I get ready. My mana flares up, and I send a probing pulse, quickly finding that the presence is still at the same spot but starting to run after sensing my mana probe.

Mana roars through my body, immediately strengthening it, and I sprint the remaining distance, kicking the enemy.

The Phantom Goblin’s camouflage deactivates, and the monster rolls on the ground, screeching.

Its arms are bent and broken, with bones sticking out of them. The green asshole had time to try to block my attack.

I slowly move closer, and even through the [Focus], I feel terrible memories and feelings come back.

I step on its leg, breaking it as it tries to crawl away from me.

It screams again and turns on its back, trying to kick me with its unbroken leg and swinging its broken arms at me.

I forcefully stomp on its chest with my bare feet, denting it, breaking its ribcage, and nearly going through its entire body.

Bloody foam forms on the monster’s mouth, and I step again, this time on its head.

Splat.

Notification.

Stomp.

And again.

Again.

Once more.

I stop only when there’s nothing left but a bloody mess where the small green monster once was.


CHAPTER 50

INTO THE FRAY



Okay, so I might have a little problem on my hands. What I did to the Phantom Goblin doesn’t sound like something a normal person would do.

But that’s not such a big problem.

The problem is the looks people are giving me.

If I want to be able to move around other people without having them look at me like this, I will have to control myself a bit. I cannot allow slip-ups like this one.

At least not when they are around.

Sure, I can continue and let them see this side of me, but I would rather not. Reminding them once in a while what I can do would be good, especially when dealing with people like Sophie. But I would prefer them to be neutral or like me than scared.

Anyway, I get back and, unfortunately, most of them saw it.

The only ones acting as usual are Tess and Biscuit.

I even have to stop him from going to eat the remains.

(Food!) sounds into my mind in an almost complaining tone.

You just ate.

“Let’s go,” I say shortly, and I rejoin the others.

As many times before, Tess and I hunt for stronger monsters while Kim and Kevin stay near Lilly and some of Hadwin’s people.

Hadwin also pushes a bit ahead.

Leon and Maya hunt for stronger monsters, and Sophie stays with her sister. The little girl uses her flamethrower when monsters get close, and Sophie often just sends weaker monsters away with her [Manipulation].

[image: ]


The first strong monster we find is a goblin.

[Goblin Warrior - Level 13]

I step ahead and fire up my mana.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Mana rushes into my legs, and I bounce on my feet.

Then I charge at the same time the monster runs at me.

He calculates my movement and swings his axe at me, so I absorb my own kinetic energy and stop nearly at the spot.

Goblin’s big, surprised eyes are funny to look at.

I use the same absorbed energy to push myself ahead to reach him faster, and bury my dagger into the goblin’s eyes.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - Level 13]

I put away the dagger and pry the axe out of his hands, just in time to use it to block an attack with a spear.

It’s hard to open up his clenched fist with one hand only, you know?

I straighten up and tilt to avoid another stab and kick the goblin with my mana-strengthened body.

He tries to get on his feet when an elongated iron ore comes flying and squashes his head.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - Level 12]

I spring at another monster; this time, it’s a goblin shaman.

He reaches out to me and starts mumbling something. I feel mana his body is letting out swirl and move toward the palms of his hands. The mana feels hot and soon flames form around his fists.

But I am already close to him.

A goblin warrior jumps in my way, so I boost my body and, with a swift slash, cut off his hands. As he screams, I grab him and, burrowing my feet into the ground and twisting my body, I throw him at the goblin shaman.

Only then do I realize that I didn’t even think about how heavy the green monsters are.

Yet, I am strong enough to send him flying through the air with ease.

The fire spell the goblin shaman was conjuring soars into the air, and he is too late to stop it. It hits the goblin flying toward him, and he instantly starts burning, but the inertia of his body is stronger than that of the spell, so he continues and hits the shaman. I do not move closer, not sure how dangerous the flames are, but a massive piece of iron ore whizzes by and smashes down on the burning bodies multiple times.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - Level 14]

[You have defeated a Goblin Shaman - Level 11]

I feel the massive mana and hear the stomping, and when I turn around, I see the biggest troll I’ve ever seen.

[Giant Troll - Level 14]

My heartbeat speeds up, and I feel an itch at the place where my left hand used to be, but I quickly enter deeper [Focus] and intensify my usage of [Mana Perception]. Iron ores swish through the air and hit the troll’s head, making it roar, but not doing any damage.

Its mana explodes, covering the entire area we are fighting on.

Then everyone falters, and some of the weaker monsters and humans crumble to the ground. The skill is similar to Kim’s [Gravity Well].

My heart continues to pump blood and mana through my veins, and I fire it up even more.

More mana.

More strength.

I rush toward the monster while my mana flows through my body, wildly and close to getting out of my control. But I am not worried. I focus more, control it more, calm it down, and send it where it needs to be.

The troll stomps, and I feel his mana. He is moving in the same way as the first time he used the skill, so I lower my body, send more mana to my core, and continue.

The gravity spell pushes onto me. This time, the area of effect around the troll is small, and weaker goblins scream as they are pushed even deeper into the ground, their bones breaking.

My muscles burn, my body is hot, and the axe in my hand feels so heavy. I almost fall when the goblin uses the skill for the third time—losing my balance because the right side of my body is affected a bit more as I am missing an arm on the left side.

But I hold it.

I clench my teeth and push through all of it, wildly oscillating mana appearing around the axe.

The troll is massive, but I evade his swing. I jump onto his arm and sprint toward his head, using his arm to get there. He pulls back, but it’s too late; I am already there, and I bury my axe deep into the monster’s left eye. I pull it out and am showered in the monster’s warm blood.

I jump from the monster to avoid its coming hand, and I fall down to the ground much faster than expected, affected by the giant troll’s gravity spell.

I groan, feeling the pressure the spell puts on my body, but straighten up and once again activate [Oscillation]. I bury my axe into the troll’s leg multiple times. Its roar almost deafens me, but I continue while it is moving around, trying to stomp on me.

Absorbing as much kinetic energy as I can from his stomps, I use it to push against the monster’s hurt leg, as he is standing on only one, trying to crush me. That makes him stagger a bit. Suddenly, I hear a new noise.

The whistling of a heavy object flying terrifyingly fast through the air. Elongated iron ores hit the monster’s head, and he roars even louder, finally losing balance, and slowly falling down, pulled by his own skill.

He loudly slams down to the ground, earth and dust flying into the air.

I take a step toward the monster and trample gently on the ground, releasing some absorbed kinetic energy, instantly sending away all the dust in the air.

I take another step and use the remaining energy to drive myself forward, quickly passing its flailing arms and reaching its head. The axe vibrates wildly as if it’s about to break, but I force through and slash downward.

Again and again, I stash the axe into the monster’s head until it breaks.

There is a wound on its skull big enough for me to see inside of its head through the shattered bones.

So I jump onto the monster’s head and wait until the last moment. The giant hand reaches for me, still holding tremendous energy that I absorb as much as I can.

When the hand makes contact with me, I gather all the energy it produces and shape it into a focused cone. I continue to refine the cone, making it narrower and more concentrated until it’s a precise, lethal point. I direct this beam of kinetic energy straight into the monster’s head through the existing wound. It wreaks havoc within the troll’s brain, making a mess of it.

The hand still hits me, but I do not try to fight against it and just pop up and let it throw me through the air, while strengthening my body against it.

Flying through a few branches, I roll in the air and land on my feet, still sliding a bit, but absorbing the energy of my own fall and stop.

The energy escapes into the area, creating a small shockwave with me in the epicenter. I hear a notification.

[You have defeated the Giant Troll - Level 14]

[Level 18 > Level 19]


CHAPTER 51

WHEN DARKNESS FALLS



Unable to lie to myself, I put three points into mana. At this point, it starts to feel as if I’m going to kill myself sooner than my enemies.

It’s like I’m drawn to it, you know?

I can’t help but seek it. I want more, and I’d even let go of some things to get it. It’s so dumb and illogical, but at the same time, it makes me happy.

Happy and scared at once.

Level 19

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 12

Constitution: 27

Mana: 39

This can’t be good, right? Even now, I can feel my body cracking under pressure as I use more and more mana. Only my control holds it back from wreaking havoc on my body as I continue to strengthen myself.

Dang it, I’d better learn some amazing skills in the future to make use of all this mana. Using it mostly to strengthen my body feels good, sure, but at the same time, it’s as if I’m using a sports car just to get to the shop and back home.

Wasted mana lies here dormant, waiting until my skills are good enough.

Soon!

Hopefully…

My perception warns me, and I jump backward just in time to avoid a troll hitting the ground where I once stood.

[Battletroll - Level 11]

Its tattoos are red and glowing. The troll grabs his club and swings it at me again. My mana pushes against him, and I lift my empty hand against the club, quickly absorbing the energy of his swing. It slows down until it hits my hand.

It feels as if someone hit my palm with their fist.

I focus, and the absorbed energy explodes against the troll, making him stagger backward. With a jump, I reach his neck and stab my hand through it, the hand coated in oscillating mana. Then I jump backward, leaving the troll to slowly die.

[You have defeated a Battletroll - Level 11]

The fight continues for a few more minutes, and then we move once again through the forest, trying to avoid a bigger group of monsters and not stay in one spot for too long.

“Kim reached level 10 and got a trait,” Tess says after rejoining me.

Telekinetic Reflexes (Passive)

This trait heightens the user’s reflexes and reaction time by using their telekinesis to subtly manipulate their own movements. This enhancement allows the user to react more quickly and accurately in combat, improving their ability to dodge attacks and execute precise movements.

“He said it might allow him to fly or give some hints so he can learn to fly in the future. He didn’t even check the other traits.”

At this point, I don’t even know what to say. In some ways, Kim might be even worse than me.

“Hadwin’s coming.” She stops and falls quiet once again until the man comes from behind the trees, followed by one of the kids from his group, the boy.

His name is either Dennis or Aaron; it’s hard to say since they are twins. Usually, that wouldn’t be a problem, as I can find out by their mana signature, but the weird thing is that their mana signatures are the same.

The question is, is it because they are twins, or is there some other trickery at play here?

Hadwin goes straight to the point. “The monsters continue to attack even from our back, so I think it’s better if Dennis stays with you. He and his brother have a connection and can talk to each other. So in case something happens, he can tell you.” He looks at me.

Hmm, that’s a fairly useful skill, but what about his request? Should I decline?

Coming back to help others isn’t such a bother, and Lily, Kevin, and Kim are there as well, and I have a feeling that I owe them at least a bit.

“We can do that, but you know that I won’t ensure his safety, right?”

The boy is around seventeen years old and not that tall. He has short blond hair and green eyes. Sure, he does have some muscle, but he seems more athletic than strong. But that can be misleading, as mana can turn even a little girl into a human flamethrower.

“It’s okay! I can take care of myself!” He flashes his bright white teeth and smiles at us.

Right here and at this time, while we are surrounded by the corpses of the monsters, his smile feels more creepy than cheerful.

Yup, as I said, no one on the bus was normal, no one.

Or are we just getting used to all this stuff?

“Okay, then.”

“See you later and be careful.” The man quickly leaves, leaving us with the boy.

I turn to our newest group member.

“Just stay quiet and near Tess; that’s all you need to do.” Understanding immediately, he nods and does exactly that as we continue.

During the fights, Dennis stays silent and calm while Tess and I take care of everything.

What makes me curious about him is the thin string of mana going from him toward where Hadwin went.

Is it for communicating with his brother? Can I copy it?

It’s so interesting.

I almost can’t feel it, and if Hadwin hadn’t told me about it, I’m sure I would have had a hard time even finding out about it. Even now, I have to look really closely to even sense it, and yet, most of the time, I don’t. Only sometimes, when he sends a really weak pulse of mana through it, probably sending a message.

Is he sending words? Images? Feelings? Sounds?

“Nathaniel…” Tess’s voice brings me back to reality.

Oh, I got lost right there. But worry not; I would feel the mana if someone came too close!

“The sky looks weird.” She’s right; there are more and more clouds, and even the wind is getting stronger. In the past hour or two, our surroundings have started to become more and more quiet.

The silence before the storm, such a thing.

But it’s new. During the time we’ve spent here, the sky has changed only from two suns and a blue sky with a few clouds to an inky black sky with only aurora-like lights on it.

Sometimes we also saw the exact same clouds multiple times.

So seeing them darken like that and more and more of them is kind of disturbing.

“Aaron says we should come back…”

Huh? Isn’t that too soon?

“Attack?”

“Nothing as of now, but there are more and more monsters surrounding them, and it’s as if they’re waiting for something.”

I don’t like that at all. What is the system planning now?

“Let’s go back.”

I turn back to where we came from and start walking ahead. This time, I don’t even check Tess for direction and follow the thin thread of mana leading from Dennis toward his brother.

The clouds are getting darker and darker, and it’s getting hard to see, as we can’t even see the suns anymore.

The trees are creaking under the wind, and the leaves are wildly flying everywhere. Even with our strengthened bodies, it’s slowly getting harder to push through it.

Then the rain starts.

It’s cold and falls on us like a shower. One moment, there is nothing, and half a second later, we are drenched in water.

The raindrops are weakly tinged in the same colors as aurora-like lights during the night. Pink, green, and blue. They continue hitting our bodies with surprising force.

There are no monsters around us, and that makes me even more nervous.

“We have to hurry!” the boy screams, trying to shout over the rain, the creaking sounds of trees, and the wind.

So we push.

At some point, it’s hard to track the thin string of mana. The raindrops hold tiny bits of mana inside them, so it’s starting to mess up my [Mana Perception] pretty badly, and I let the boy take over and lead us toward the group.

As we get closer to the others, I get the same feeling as when the suns disappeared.

For a few seconds, all the raindrops pause in the air as if someone stopped time, even the wind stops.

In deafening silence, I hear the screeches of the monsters.

Then the rain continues, and we start running faster.

“Hurry, please,” Dennis says, and I can barely hear him through the rain.

A minute later, another monstrous wave of mana washes over the entire forest, and the raindrops hover in the air without falling.

This time, we continue to run through them.

A few moments later, I hear the low, deep growl of a bear, and the rain resumes, silencing the roars of the monsters.

I quickly check the timer.

Time left until forced return: 4y 336d 23h 59m 42s

There are two days left.


CHAPTER 52
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At one moment, Dennis’s mana shines brightly, and he disappears. Immediately after, he reappears in the same spot. His clothes are now covered in blood, and he is breathless.

“Please hurry,” he says weakly, “Dennis and the others won’t be able to hold on for too long.” He leans against a tree, almost falling down.

Dennis? Is this his twin Aaron? Did they switch places? That would explain the wounds.

“Where are Lily, Kevin, and Kim?” I ask shortly.

“There’s no time. You have to…”

He pauses when I step in front of him.

“This way…” He points his hand.

The thin string that connects the twins is leading right where he is pointing.

“If they’re not there, I will hurt your brother.”

His mouth opens and closes. His eyes turn to Tess, asking for help.

Is he messing with me?

I punch the wound on his chest, and he screams.

He tries to say something, but I punch his wound again, and he lets out an even louder scream.

“Where?” My voice sounds too calm, even to myself.

Finally, some fear appears in his sky-blue eyes. His hand moves, shaking, and he points somewhere.

“Tess?”

“I can’t see through the raindrops.”

I give a last look to the boy and head toward where he was pointing.

Tess leaves one of her spears with him and follows me without any further hesitation.

My [Mana Perception] continues to fire up into the surroundings, but too much information comes back at me. Every single raindrop holds some mana as they fall, glowing slightly, illuminating our surroundings somehow.

But I continue. I send mana further and further. I unleash the entirety of my mana and filter out the useless information.

It hurts me, but I push through.

[Focus] makes the dull colors around me even less vibrant, but the mana in the drops shines even brighter.

“I’m sorry, I can’t see a thing…” Tess apologizes, but I almost don’t hear her.

The rain continues to hit us harder and harder, and I can feel the unnatural speed and weight of the raindrops on my skin.

My mana flares up into my surroundings, and I absorb the kinetic energy of all the drops I can.

Tens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands.

The drops of water slow down, and for a moment, they pause in the air.

“Follow me.”

Then I use [Kinetic Redistribution] to propel myself ahead, releasing a shockwave behind me.

Rain continues to fall, but I repeat the process.

Again and again.

Drenched in water, I continue to use my skills.

I get better at it and absorb more energy. I do it faster and faster.

My [Mana Perception] pushes through all the distractions, and I finally catch a feel of Kim’s mana.

Instantly, I change the direction I am running in and head toward it with Tess somewhere far behind.

When I get closer, I start to hear the monsters even through the heavy rain. Soon I see them.

[Two-Headed Wolf - Level 13]

The monster is attacking Kim, Kevin, and Lily.

Kevin is at the front, and his palms seem to be burning in bright flames even in the heavy rain.

He continues to reflect the monster’s attack, and raindrops away from him.

The monster seems to be careful, and there are a few burn spots on its skin.

Meanwhile, Kim continues to move his iron ore around and attack smaller monsters, only occasionally throwing it at the wolf. Lily stays close to him, holding a goblin spear in her shaking arm.

The wolf roars, and mana collects in its body as flames start forming in its mouth. Bright blue in one mouth and dark purple in the other.

That makes Kevin stagger backward in surprise.

I plant my feet on the ground, clench my core, and twist my body, throwing the weapon in my hand at the wolf. It flies through the air, boosted by my skill and the force of my strengthened body.

The projectile forcefully strikes the monster right in the midst of its attack. As it reels from the impact, one of its menacing heads swivels around, fixing its piercing gaze upon me, clearly singling me out as its next target. The air around us crackles with tension as the creature, and I prepare to fight.

Once again, I gather the kinetic energy from the raindrops surrounding me, harnessing their power to amplify my own abilities. With my body’s strength enhanced by the infusion of mana and the support of my skills, I charge headlong toward the wolf.

As I soar through the air, the glistening droplets of water become a blur around me, and I approach the wolf with incredible speed.

Right before hitting it with my body, I use my skill again, absorbing the kinetic energy of my body, which makes me stop on the spot. Immediately after, I use that energy to propel myself to the side and dodge the wolf’s bite.

[Oscillation] envelops my hand, and a razor-sharp blade of mana materializes, extending to a length comparable to that of a short sword. The energy vibrates and hums as it emanates from my fingertips.

I close the distance between the wolf and myself, and in one fluid motion, I strike at the creature, severing one of its heads. Blood spurts from the wound, and the beast howls in pain.

The wolf’s head falls to the ground, and it continues to move and try to bite me, but I kick it away while the stump of its neck keeps spewing blood.

The second head instantly turns to me and shoots flames, but I am not there anymore.

Kevin’s palm strikes the wolf’s side, and the impact is powerful enough to make the creature howl in pain. As it jumps away from him, the monster appears disoriented and injured.

Before it is out of my reach, I absorb some energy and attack the wolf, leaving three deep slashes on its chest and neck before the mana around my hand disappears.

The monster thrashes around and falls down after a moment.

[You have defeated the Two-Headed Wolf - Level 13]

Amidst the pouring rain, another monster appears.

[Stormbear - Level 14]

Electricity crackles and dances around its dark, shaggy fur, casting an eerie glow in the gloomy surroundings. The ground trembles beneath its massive paws as it charges toward me with intimidating speed, revealing a gaping maw filled with razor-sharp teeth, each larger than my hand.

I absorb some energy from the rain, and the raindrops in a vast area slow down to a crawl.

A bit of that energy pushes Kevin toward Kim and Lily, and I take a step toward the charging bear.

More and more energy enters my body, and the Stormbear slows down as if it is running through water.

With each pounding beat of my heart, I can feel the adrenaline coursing through my veins.

I take another step.

As I gather more energy, my mana surges within me, threatening to spiral out of control like a wild, untamed storm.

Despite the chaotic forces churning inside, I focus my mind and control the power that dwells within me, ready to be unleashed when the moment is right.

The bear stands before me as I unleash all that energy in a narrow cone. The force of the blast obliterates one of the monster’s front legs, reducing it to a mist of flesh, bones, and blood. Unable to maintain its balance, the bear staggers and collapses onto the ground in front of me.

The electricity around the monster dissipates, and an oscillating mana appears on my hand once more as I bury my hand deep inside the monster’s head.

For a moment, electricity touches my hand, but it’s torn apart by my [Oscillation].

[You have defeated the Stormbear - Level 14]

I feel another presence, and two more bears appear.

[Stormbear - Level 12]

[Stormbear - Level 15]

Even through the rain, I feel Tess’s mana, and a terrible howling noise fills the forest.

Two massive chunks of iron, tempered with Tess’s mana, fly toward the bigger bear.

Unlike before, the mana around the ores feels different.

More dangerous, vicious.

The projectiles soar through the air with a fearsome sound, accompanied by a trail of red and white lightning that flickers and dances in their wake.

The ores hit the bear, and immediately, lightning strikes down on us from the sky.

Red lightning with traces of white.

It hits the ore that’s buried inside the bear, and an explosion ensues, burning the monster’s body and sending a shockwave to the other bear.

Right after, I feel the mana collecting in Tess’s chest, a signal for me, and I jog forward. My mana vibrates and cuts through the stunned level 12 bear. I finish off the terribly wounded bigger bear.

[You have defeated the Stormbear - Level 12]

[You have defeated the Stormbear - Level 15]


CHAPTER 53

THE MONSTER IN THE RAIN



An hour passes as I continue to fight.

It feels as if I will be torn apart by my mana and the absorbed kinetic energy if I lose my focus even for a second.

The rain continues to fall down even harder, the raindrops painful.

My body’s burning.

My muscles are screaming.

My head feels like it’s about to explode.

Yet, I feel so alive.

I lead mana through my circuit. It moves at dizzying speed, and it hurts every time I lose control over it, as it crashes inside my body.

But I continue to improve even more. I move faster and more recklessly. I have no fear. My mana pool feels bottomless, so I continue to use more and more mana. Some how there’s still a lot left over.

It’s fun.

I dodge, and a cone of absorbed kinetic energy blows off the monster’s head.

[You have defeated a bear - Level 15]

I jump up, and the oscillating mana coats my hand, slashing through the troll’s neck.

[You have defeated a troll - Level 14]

Raindrops freeze in the air, and when they move again, the monster is pushed away from me, breaking against the rocks nearby.

[You have defeated a bear - Level 11]

At some point, I don’t move and just absorb the kinetic energy from the stronger and stronger rain.

It’s hard to see, but my [Mana Perception] pierces through the rain, and I attack all moving mana signatures that aren’t human.

I stand there and absorb energy from the monsters as they attack me, and from the heavy raindrops falling from the dark sky.

Another head is blown off.

Another mangled corpse flies away from me.

Notification. I invest stat points—into mana.

The rain weakens, and I start getting less kinetic energy from it. But it’s okay; I just increase efficiency.

Don’t waste; use it all.

Another notification.

At some point, monsters stop attacking me, so I run at them.

It’s easier to see now.

I stomp, and the rain gets pushed away from me, along with a bunch of smaller monsters that surrounded me.

Multiple notifications about the kills.

A two-headed wolf is collecting mana in its mouth, and I charge at it while pushing myself ahead.

It shoots fire at me, and I jump over it.

While I am in the air, another head shoots its flame at me, and my mana flares up even more. I waste so much mana that it almost makes me feel disappointed in myself, but I shove myself toward the ground, pushing against the air.

I slash through the monster’s neck with my hand covered in oscillating mana.

Notification.

And then nothing.

Huh?

I look around; the rain is gone. There are two suns in the sky.

Huh?

My [Mana Perception] sends a wave of mana into my surroundings and covers almost twice as big an area as before.

Nothing, only humans.

Again.

Still no monsters.

I slow the mana rushing through my veins.

The world… the world becomes a bit louder as I exit the [Focus], but at the same time, it feels less alive.
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Kim Min-Jae

I watch as mana explodes from Nathaniel’s body, causing the rain to stop, as if time itself has come to a halt. The droplets slowly fall, and in that instant, a monster’s head bursts into a fine red mist. The mana I feel from him makes me sick.

He continues to cast it into his surroundings as if without any care in the world, but I can see the patterns in everything he does. He moves only when he needs to, and the mana that looks as if it’s about to tear him apart bends to his will.

Through the heavy rain, I catch a glimpse of Nathaniel’s calm face, illuminated by the glowing drops of water.

A shiver runs through my body.

The monster slows down in front of him, coming to a stop the same way the raindrops did, its head exploding when the rain ceases for half a second.

As the battle continues, I feel less and less mana from him, at first thinking that he’s close to being depleted. But then I realize that he’s only improving so much that I can barely sense any mana from his body anymore with my low level.

Without any hesitation and with calculated cruelty, Nathaniel eliminates the monsters while Tess supports him from a distance. She moves around swiftly, using her skill to boost herself, continuing to kill monsters with ranged attacks before they can assault Nathaniel.

Behind me, Lily’s quiet sobs continue while she watches the man with an emotionless face and a frightening aptitude for mana.

The rain slowly calms down, and we continue to fight against the weaker monsters that Tess lets through to us.

After what feels like an eternity, the rain stops entirely, and two suns appear in the sky.

Then I feel it: a massive pulse of mana from Nathaniel. It passes by me at a rapid pace, and goosebumps form all over my body as it touches me.

It’s as if a wild monster is looking for prey.

Another pulse, even stronger this time, feeling almost like a question.

Then nothing.

When I look back at him, he still looks the same, but somehow, I can’t force myself to take a step toward him. The fear is palpable, and I can’t help but wonder what lies beneath the surface.

I feel the touch of his mana again as it measures me and my own mana.

Our eyes meet for a split second, and what I see could be described as disappointment.

When he looks away, I can’t do anything other than clench my teeth so hard they feel like they are about to break.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 1

Time left until forced return: 4y 336d 19h 53m 42s

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

Level 21

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 12

Constitution: 27

Mana: 46

[Primary Class: Unavailable]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Skills:

Focus - Level 9

Mana manipulation - Level 9

Mana Perception - Level 8

Oscillation - Level 5

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 8

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

Hehehe.

I am so dead.

Fuck.
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We find others huddled in a group. Disheveled, wounded, bloodied, and surrounded by dead monsters.

A few more people have died.

The corgi is looking at the broken, mangled, and bloodied body on the ground—hardly recognizable as its owner.

Biscuit quietly leaves and comes to join me, bumping his head into my leg.

(Gone,) I hear in my head, and I gently caress his head.

I am sorry, but that’s all I can do for you, little guy.

Sophie is there with Maya and her sister.

Hadwin is together with the twins and the bus driver, Jacob.

From our little group, no one has died. But Lily’s eyes are still wet, and for some reason, she’s avoiding my gaze.

Even Kim avoids looking at me, and I see his clenched jaw; Kevin seems to be less cheery.

So that’s it. It’s fine. It might be better if it stays this way.

Only Tess seems to be behaving the same way she did before. I catch her eyes with mine and look at her for a long moment.

She is looking at me without any hesitation, not avoiding my gaze, not shuddering when I move.

I… see.

I just nod at her, and she nods back.

My [Mana Perception] flares up toward the sky, and I feel the mana collecting again, the same way it did before. It will take a few hours, but soon enough, the same thing will repeat, so I need to become even stronger.

Lately, I have become too complacent and even started worrying about what others will think of me.

Not anymore. I stop in front of Maya.

I need to learn something from her, but I don't think she would do it willingly.

Her gaze is calm, and she looks at me without any worry. Mana is already circulating through her body, and she exudes the calmness that I know so well.

My body moves so fast, she is unable to even dodge as I kick her. She soars through the air, and I slowly walk toward her.

Her face is still calm as she stands up and brushes the dust off her body. A translucent armament made of mana appears around her body, and I start to observe it.

Behind me, someone screams, but then I hear Tess’s weapons flying around and the crackle of lightning she is now able to infuse into them.

I continue to observe Sophie, but there isn’t even a wisp of mana coming from her, as she holds her little sister in her hands.

Maya sprints at me. Her mana doesn’t move that much, so I recognize it as pure strength or dexterity stat.

I dodge under her swing and hit her with my knee, sending her flying again.

When she lifts her face from the ground, I am already in front of her. I give her enough time to use her skill, kicking against her translucent armor.

I observe the way her mana moves and the way it reacts to my attacks.

She jumps to her feet and stands there, observing my movements as I slowly walk toward her.

Hmm, that’s not enough. I should break her skill to observe it a bit more.

Even while in [Focus], she is slightly impatient and rushes at me.

Her movements slow down under the influence of my skill as she gets closer and closer to me. I lower my output and hit her chest armor with absorbed energy.

That makes the translucent armor shatter into fine particles of mana, and I continue to observe as it slowly reforms.

“You fucker…”

Huh? Are you slipping out of [Focus] already?

She strikes again, this time attacking me from the side where my arm is missing.

She is probably the fastest one among the survivors.

But.

I only take a small step back, and her kick misses me. Then I take another step, and two of her swings miss me again. Quick jab against her armor, and it breaks again.

Then I move my own mana, and as she is reforming her translucent armor, I try to copy it.

It fails, and the mana in my hand dissipates.

So I attack her again, and she again activates a skill.

I watch it. I feel it.

Mana forms in my hand and slowly extends. I focus more and move the mana. It gets harder and harder, but I push through.

Soon, a pale translucent blue light appears in my hand, taking a shape reminiscent of a short sword.

Then I hear the notification about acquiring a new skill.


CHAPTER 54
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The skill’s name is [Armament].

Damn it. What the heck, system? Making fun of an armless man?

Also, pfft, you maybe aren’t as bad as I thought.

Anyway, right after acquiring it, I let my mana flow out of my body and, with the help of the skill, shape it into a sword.

It’s translucent, the edges look terrible and dull, and the shape is all weird. But it’s a start.

Maya charges at me once again, but I send her flying with a kick.

“I am done with you, so stay there.”

She groans on the ground. I didn’t hold back much on my last attack, but I was careful enough not to hurt her too much. She will be useful in the end.

“So now you’re showing your colors.”

There Hadwin is. He stops a short distance in front of me.

“I always knew you weren’t right in your mind. Right from the start.”

I see. It’s weird to hear it from you, though.

He takes a step closer.

I know he’s partially right. Even before the first floor, I wasn’t exactly… normal, and now, with [Focus], even less so. Yet, I’m trying. I helped others, taught them, and protected them somehow.

He moves even closer, and I let him do so.

In the end, I thought it would be different here.

He looks at me, and mana starts moving in his body.

I… I thought they would be a bit similar to me, as we all got the same starting point.

The man in front of me believes I haven’t noticed his mana movement while he talks, attempting to distract me.

But they are not.

His skill activates and pushes against my mana. He is trying to dissipate it. To stop it from flowing through my body. To tear it apart and stop me from using it.

They are… weaker. Their will is lacking.

Hadwin’s mana instantly gets pushed out of my body. My own mana roars, and the pressure makes the older man stagger backward.

My body is mine. My mana is mine.

It explodes around us, even others with lower mana sensitivity can feel it.

My eyes meet with Sophie’s, and even when I try, I can’t think of harming her. The construct in my head doesn’t allow it.

But I did not forget.

I pull the mana back into my body and take a step toward Hadwin. My fist hits him right in the face, and he staggers backward and falls.

“You know it too, right? I could have killed you if I really wanted to.” I repeat the exact same thing he said to me while he looks at me from the ground.

So don’t bother me. I have a lot to do.
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My new skill is difficult; well, creating weapons is difficult. When I use it to create something like armor around my body, it becomes a bit easier. The problem is that the armor looks weak even to me, so at this point, [Kinetic Redistribution] seems better.

It would be amazing if I could change absorbed kinetic energy into other forms of energy, as the system descriptions hinted at, such as thermal or electric, but up until now, I didn’t have any luck with that.

So I decide to use [Armament] to create a weapon that won’t break so easily. A weapon I can always have with myself and can reform even if it breaks, unlike physical ones.

I like the idea of that, and hey, might also be able to use it to create projectiles, finally gaining some ranged attack.

So as I fight the monsters, I continue using my new skill. Weapons made with its help look terrible, and sometimes they even flicker out of existence, and they are blunt, to say the least.

But I will improve. I can do it.

Another thing is that despite my efforts, none of my skills have reached level 10 yet.

Is there a bottleneck? It sure looks like it.

I dodge to the side and slash against the wolf with a short sword made of my mana.

It doesn’t cut him, and I try to apply [Oscillation] to it, but that makes the translucent weapon instantly dissipate as my control over it slips away.

So instead of using the ethereal weapon, I coat my hand in oscillating mana and finish off the wolf. The mana spent is much higher and the reach is shorter, but it’s currently the best option.

[You have defeated a Wolf - Level 14]

Another wolf attacks me from behind, and I use [Armament] to create a translucent armor-like layer of mana around my chest and let him try to bite me. At first, the skill slows down the wolf, but soon he crushes it, and it disappears into light blue particles of mana. Before its teeth reach me, I throw him away with the kinetic energy I absorbed.

Flying iron ore finishes off the wolf.
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Time passes, the sky darkens, and the rain starts once again.

My [Mana Perception] covers the area we are defending, and I make sure to track the movements of our group. Even after a few hours, they continue to act awkwardly around me. They still seem careful around me.

Was it their naivety that led them to become friendly with me? Their desire to stick together with someone stronger?

It doesn’t matter that much. I will protect Lily as much as I can because of my promise and because I want my arm back. I will help Kevin and Kim too, if possible.

As thanks.

[You have defeated a Wolf - Level 16]

[You have defeated a Wolf - Level 14]

[You have defeated a Wolf - Level 11]

[You have defeated a Wolf - Level 11]

I kill off the wolves around me, getting stronger with every passing second as I continue to absorb energy from the heavier rain. The rain is so heavy that even some monsters can’t see clearly, and most of the time, I have to rely on my perception.

But it’s fine.

I slip on the mud and let myself fall down to dodge the wolf’s bite. Then I use a tiny bit of kinetic energy to push myself up and stand.

I am getting faster and better at using it. Under these conditions, I am strong.

The ground around me cracks, and a shockwave explodes from me at the epicenter. The rain, the mud, the monsters—they all get pushed away by the power of my skill, and I finish them off.

Then a Giant Troll appears.

[Giant Troll - Level 19]

The creature steps into view, and I’m left in awe of the monstrous being. The Giant Troll towers over the trees. Its skin is a sickly grayish-green, glistening in the rain. The rain seems to only add to the troll’s grotesque appearance. Water streams down its face and body, emphasizing the troll’s musculature.

Its bloodshot eyes glow, filled with hunger. It sneers, revealing a maw of jagged, broken teeth.

I can’t see it properly, but I can tell that it’s looking at me.

Only at me.

I feel mana collecting in my surroundings.

Strengthening my body, I dash away, and in the place where I did stand appears a deep, caved hole in the shape of a perfect circle. Its depth is around half of my height.

I continue to run, and multiple holes appear in the places where I once stood as the troll’s mana persistently tracks me.

I start running between all the other monsters, and when the attack meant for me hits them, they get splashed into a bloody mess, as if a giant hammer hit them—with a loud pop, always leaving a circular hole in the ground.

The troll doesn’t care and keeps trying to hit me, so I don’t approach it; I just run around, and its attack continues to hit the other monsters while the giant doesn’t seem to care. I continue to observe its skill.

Then the skill becomes weaker but faster, and the area larger, so I jog toward the troll to finish it up. I feel the mana in the area around him, but I strengthen my body and enter it while bracing myself.

Then I fall to the ground, unable to keep myself standing in the terrifyingly strong gravity.

[Focus].

[Armament].

[Kinetic Redistribution].

I activate these three skills to their fullest power, bracing myself against the attack.

The world becomes quieter, and mana trapped inside the rain glows brighter. A translucent armor appears around my chest and head, as thick and strong as I can manifest.

The rain in the area around the troll is also affected by the gravity field, so it’s falling much faster than outside of it, allowing me to absorb an immense amount of energy from it.

Then, instead of trying to push against the monster’s skill, I use the absorbed energy to bulldoze myself toward the monster. The area behind me explodes, hit by my skill and the troll’s.

As I soar through the air, I feel gravity pulling me down. I use [Armament] to manifest a spike in my hand. It’s thick and only sharp at the top, but it’s the best I can do.

I reach the monster, and my translucent weapon burrows itself deep inside its thigh. I am barely able to hold on to it against the immense gravity pulling me down.

The monster roars and turns its head toward me. A lightning flash illuminates the area, casting an eerie glow on its face and making it appear even more sinister.

Um, what now?
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The roar nearly deafens me, and I can hear it even through my [Focus], as if it’s not affected by it at all.

Seeing the monster’s hand reaching up to me, I let go, and my body instantly falls to the ground much faster than it should, affected by the gravity field. The troll tries to stomp on me.

I absorb as much energy as I can and push myself again, this time out of the field.

I roll a few times and absorb my own energy, then release a bit of it to make myself stand up faster. The remaining energy escapes into the surroundings.

The troll’s attack once again hits the place where I stood, and a perfectly circular hole appears there.

Then I notice the troll’s leg healing.

What the heck!

How is that fair?

I continue to run around, at least allowing other monsters to be hit by the troll’s attacks while I think.

Its regeneration makes it even more annoying. I am sure I would be able to finish him off if given enough time, but like this?

Tess throws a few normal stones at the Giant Troll, but as soon as they enter the area around him, they come crashing down.

So she does what I would have done.

Two ores, squashed by her skill into a shape resembling a thick spear, fly high into the air, both of them surrounded by red and white lightning that shines even brighter than the raindrops falling from the sky. They soar high over the troll, out of reach of his skill.

Then I feel mana from Tess, and the iron ores start glowing even brighter and falling down to the ground straight at the giant troll.

As they enter the area of his skill, they speed up even more, a scary whistling noise cutting through the heavy rain.

They hit the troll’s head as two massive bullets and a geyser of blood and bone burst, followed by a lightning strike that hits the ores buried deep inside the monster’s head, making it literally explode.

[You have defeated the Giant Troll - Level 19]

The skill around the monster disappears, and I see Tess moving closer to the corpse to regain control over her now deformed weapons.
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A few hours later, the rain becomes dangerous.

I notice that the raindrops are piercing through the skin of weaker monsters, like tiny, sharp bullets. I can even feel them hurting my skin.

That makes most of the weaker monsters run away and hide, allowing us to regroup.

Everyone is dealing with it in different ways.

Tess and Kim just stop the raindrops from hitting them at all while keeping Lily close to them. Kevin continuously deflects them.

Hadwin, still alive and well, continues to get hit by the raindrops, but as they enter the area around him, the mana disappears from them, and they stop glowing, hitting him as normal raindrops would. A few more people are huddled close to him.

Maya moves around while surrounded by a now firmer-looking armor that covers even her head. It doesn’t seem to affect her either.

As for Sophie and Isabella, they stand under something I can describe as an umbrella made out of a bright orange fire. The area isn’t that big, but it evaporates every drop of water close to it.

And me? I use it as an opportunity to train my [Armament].

It isn’t as strong as Maya’s, but even if it cracks in some places, I use my mana to fix it quickly.

The huge mana consumption seems to be a problem, so we continue to move back to the cave we used before. Hadwin knows the way, so we follow him.

A group of people that would go at each other’s throats if given the opportunity, are brought together only to have a stronger chance of survival.

Trust? What is that? Can I eat it? There is none.

Friendship? Can it kill the Cinderbear?

Cooperation? I’m just using them, and they’re using me.

[image: ]


We get closer to the cave after pushing through fewer and fewer monsters until there are none remaining.

The precipitation is light and less dense, with fewer droplets, but it’s even more dangerous. I’ve already given up on training my skill and just continue to absorb the kinetic energy from the raindrops, not enough to stop them, just enough to reduce the impact.

Hadwin, struggling to maintain his large-area skill against the intensifying rain, eventually reduces its scope with a surprised groan. The bus driver, Jacob, who stood at the edge, exits the area, the rain falling on him at full power.

For a second, some sort of barrier appears around his body, but it’s quickly destroyed, and the rain goes through him like needles.

Hundreds of beautifully glowing raindrops tear apart his body in a second, and he doesn’t even scream.

Hadwin doesn’t slow down and just gives the body a glance before more drops of water turn it into a gory mess.
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We enter the cave and at some point, use our strength to dig even deeper as the rain starts piercing through the stone.

Terrifying hours pass, and then, after what feels like an eternity, the rain is gone, and the suns reappear in the sky.

It all changed in a split second, as if someone flipped a switch.

It disturbs me to my core, even more than the Cinderbear or the murderous rain.
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Time slowly passes, and there are still no monsters.

One hour.

Two hours.

Three.

Not a single sound from the forest.

Some people start screaming at each other as their nerves reach a breaking point, but no one wastes more energy than necessary.

Everyone is preparing for what’s about to come.

Everyone knows this is not the end.

Just the calm before the storm.
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We continue to dig down inside the cave. Maya and I use our skills to create something resembling a shovel. Tess and Kim tear stones from the cave walls. Kevin creates small explosions to get rid of larger stones, and others either move the dirt out, or help as much as they can.

And the dog? He’s still with me.

Even through the rain, he either stayed close to Tess or Kim, and now he’s using his mana tentacles, made of purple mana, to grab smaller stones and move them away.
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The rain doesn’t come; instead, I feel hundreds of mana signatures moving closer and closer to the cave. Not wanting to get trapped inside the tunnel we dug, I move to the entrance but realize there’s nowhere to run.

All around us are hundreds, perhaps thousands of monsters.

All of them are quiet.

Wolves.

Goblins.

Trolls.

Spiders.

Bears.

They don’t make a single noise, just stand there in a giant circle around us, staring in our direction.

Tess stops using her [Farsight], saying it’s terrifying to look at.

Somehow, I become calmer, even without entering deeper into my [Focus].

So that’s it. A pretty lousy first floor. Zero out of ten.

Bury the entrance to the cave? They have trolls.

Push through? As far as I can sense, there are monsters, surely even beyond my range of perception.

I follow the pulse of Sophie’s mana and stop in front of her.

“How many can you control?”

Another pulse toward the monsters.

“A few dozen at most, lower-leveled ones only. Or two to three stronger monsters.”

That’s not even close to enough.

“Okay, Tess, Kim, you will attack as soon as they push us. Use the stones we got when we dug the tunnel. Sophie, you will focus on controlling trolls and try to make them attack others. Your sister will burn as many as she can when they slip into her range. Tess can throw a few burning corpses into others after that.”

I look around, and no one says anything; all eyes are on me. This time, I do look into the eyes of every one of them.

“When they get closer, we all will fight. The only one in the backline will be Lily.”

Yes, I am still selfish. I need Lily to get my arm back, so as I said, I will try to protect her.

No one complains. Either because they do not bother or they also think that it’s better not to have our healer die uselessly.

So, we wait.

And wait some more.

We eat the last remaining bits of our food and finish up the water.

I feel more calm as time passes.

I did everything I could. I worked hard. I endured the pain. Now I will fight until my body breaks.

I look at the countdown, and there’s one hour left when the monsters attack.

Quietly, without any sound.
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Their attack is pandemonium.

The trolls do not care about monsters under their feet and continue to step on goblins, spiders, and wolves.

The bears run over the smaller monsters and push the others away.

Even as they die, they do not scream from the pain. Before they enter Tess’s and Kim’s range, dozens of them die.

As they came closer, the deluge of stones pelts them.

Some are big, some are small, but all of them are dangerous. Monsters continue to die, climbing over each other’s dead bodies.

Then Sophie’s mana washes over them, and a few of the biggest trolls turn against a horde of monsters. She even gets one of the Giant Trolls, and he starts spamming his gravity attacks. The giant circular holes appear all over the forest, destroying the trees and squashing monsters under the power of the skill.

Just like that, the trolls wreak havoc.

Soon, the other monsters stop ignoring the manipulated monsters and jump at them.

The smaller ones only get squashed as they enter the gravity field around the Giant Troll. But some bears and other unaffected trolls push through and attack the monsters.

More of them die as they do so.

I feel Sophie switch her focus to another Giant Troll as the first one dies, and the same thing repeats. She stops trying to control smaller trolls and just continues to take over one Giant Troll after another. Every time she does so, the monsters stop pushing toward us and focus on killing the Giant Trolls.

We gain more precious time like this, and much more of them perish trying to take down massive Giant Trolls. I don’t even bother to count how many, but a new worry appears in my mind.

Is she getting the experience?

Finally, the last Giant Troll dies, and Sophie falls to her knees. Exhausted. Not losing consciousness but close to it. There is blood on her nose, and a few small blood vessels have burst in her eye.

The waves of monsters start pushing again, and Tess and Kim continuously throw at them what they can.

After that, Isabella’s flames roar into the surroundings, and even Kevin continues to throw smaller stones charged with his [Combustion] at the monsters.

What I regret is that we can’t set the forest ablaze, as it is still wet from the rain, most of the trees destroyed because of it.

Still, monsters continue to burn in flames without screaming from the pain. They just move until their burning bodies allow them to, and then they drop. The flames from their corpses burn more monsters.

I feel a presence closing up, and something in me moves. I dash at it and catch a Phantom Goblin by his neck as its about to sneak inside the cave. I squeeze until its head is separated from its body. The blood dirties my hand, and I shake it off. Then, while ignoring my surroundings, I stomp on its corpse.

Splat.

Its head explodes like overripe fruit, and its chest sinks under my feet.

Fucker.

I get back to monitoring the area. I don’t see another sneaky assailant.

I notice that Tess is attacking monsters that are further away, and Kim is focusing on throwing stones at the ones that are getting closer to the cave. Our frontline still hasn’t gotten to fight, but as I see the smaller and smaller piles of stones, I know that it will happen soon. I send mana as far as I can and feel that there are even more monsters now than at the start, even though so many of them have died.

How the heck is this clearable?

Did we do something wrong?

Are we that weak? Is it impossible to clear for a single strong individual, and the target of the first floor is for all of us to get as strong as possible?

While probing with mana, I feel something familiar—the piece of amulet tied to the wolf.

What the fuck?

How is he still alive?

The low-level wolf monster rushes at us, and is soon killed by one of the attacks.

As it dies, I feel a really weak pulse of mana from the piece of amulet I tied to its fur.

With my improved perception, I realize that it feels similar to the twins’ connection, and it sends a message somewhere—a call, if you will.

Damn.

I quickly check the timer, and there are still thirty minutes left.

The cave shakes, and dust starts falling down from the ceiling as some monsters begin attacking it.

There is already a fight at the front. Hadwin, Kevin, Maya, and the twins are clasing up close with the monsters, so I join them.

Immediately, a goblin warrior springs at me, but I kick at his head while strengthening my body.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - Level 6]

Another one—this time, I grab the goblin’s neck and throw him into the horde of monsters, where he gets stomped to death.

[You have defeated a Goblin - Level 5]

A burning wolf leaps at me, but I absorb the kinetic energy of a few monsters around us and deftly push him into the burning pile of monsters.

Good.

They start moving closer with their flaming bodies.

Not good.

I absorb more and more energy and push them again, this time as strongly as I can. Tess continues to grab dead, burning bodies and fling them as far as she can.

A few inflamed monsters also try to get to Hadwin. As soon as he turns to them, I feel his mana activating, and the flames around the monsters dissipate as if extinguished by a strong wind. The man continues to finish them off with a massive club in his hands.

Some smaller monsters are able to get closer to him, but their attacks aren’t able to penetrate his skin at all.

Maya is holding a translucent pointy stick rather than a spear, that she uses to impale the monsters. Calmly, every time a monster gets closer to her, she either avoids it with her high dexterity, or uses her armor created out of mana to absorb the attack.

Kevin continues to create explosions in the palm of his hands, reflecting the attacks of the monsters. The stronger they attack, the stronger they are pushed back, but I see that it’s taking a toll on him.

A toll on all of them. Especially the twins, who are already wounded in multiple places from fighting back-to-back against every monster that gets to them.

I activate my [Armament], holding something more like a spike than a sword.

I continue to stab every monster that gets in my way, slowing them down and piercing through their eyes and necks. Mana flows through my body, but I am being careful with its usage, knowing that the worst is yet to come.

A wolf jumps at Kevin while he is turned toward another monster, and I use my skill to slow it down its approach. Then I use absorbed energy to attack the brute with my shoulder, pushing it away from Kevin.

“T-thanks,” he barely gets out, once again fighting against another creature. There is sweat on his forehead.

More and more monsters get inside, and the wounds start accumulating.

Hadwin is limping, Maya isn’t using her armor anymore, Kevin’s reflection is weaker than before, and the twins are nowhere to be seen. Tess and Kim are barely able to throw some stones—only with their will do they keep themselves on their feet.

Then I feel a whisper of terrifying mana at the edge of my perception.

While other monsters are unnaturally quiet, one deep, low growl sounds nearby—we can hear it even inside the cave.

A bear’s growl.

The influx of creatures slow down and eventually stop, all of them turning at once in same direction. I feel a wave of mana that scares me and reminds me of things I want to forget.

From one part of the forest, I notice flames burning bright orange. Soon sparks start glowing around the flames. Pushed by the wind, they spark through the air, landing on the monsters and setting them ablaze.

Tens, hundreds of creatures are burned to ashes in an instant. I spot the bear walking through the corpses while hot air flickers around it.

It walks with a scarily confident stride.

[Cinderbear - Level 25]

Its mana expands and covers a massive area. Cinderbear looks straight toward the cave.

Staring right at us.


CHAPTER 57

THE UNYIELDING BEAST



The monsters become frenzied and start screeching. After what feels like hours without any sound from them, it’s a terrifying sound that sends shivers down my back.

The screams are hateful and angry as all the monsters rush at the bear, crawling over each other to reach it first.

But Cinderbear doesn’t care.

It continues to walk. Meanwhile, bright orange sparks, as big as grapes, continue to ignite the monsters ablaze.

Battletrolls, Stormbears, and two-headed wolves—every monster burns after they are hit by a spark—as if they are made out of the most flammable material in the world.

The sparks look beautiful as they slowly float in the air setting the monsters ablaze.

I check the timer. Ten minutes left.

“Let’s run,” I say to Tess and the others, and we do just that.

We run through the monsters. They ignore us as they are trying to get to the bear, some even close to stomping on us.

So, we dodge the bigger ones and push away the smaller ones.

Sophie is affecting crazed monsters, they split like a wave around her group.

Hadwin easily ignores attacks from smaller monsters and pushes away stronger ones.

I continue to absorb as much kinetic energy as I can and using it to redirect the more dangerous monsters.

After what feels much longer than it was, there are no more monsters. All of them are behind us, yet we still run.

Tess and Kim are using their skills to move faster, and the same goes for me. Lily and Kevin are barely keeping up with the help of others.

Not even realizing where we are running, we stagger into the clearing and freeze.

I would laugh if I could.

There is a bus in the middle of the clearing. Even though it should be far away, it’s the same bus we arrived in.

All the windows are broken, and it’s surrounded by palisades made out of wood. There are spikes, also made of wood, sticking out in all directions.

System, you jerk. Are you having fun?

Three minutes left.

I notice that there is a single glowing orange spark floating nearby—the same the Cinderbear used.

What is it?

Why?

How did we get here?

I clench my teeth and feel Biscuit poking my leg. Not right now.

When I turn to leave, I feel mana from an orange spark floating near the bus.

A massive flame blazes into existence, and the bear steps out from it.

[Cinderbear - Lvl 26]

Immediately, a wave of mana covers the entire clearing, and fear dawns on all of us, making it hard to think, let alone run away.

The bear growls and takes a step toward us. There are multiple wounds all over its body, yet it seems unbothered by them.

It takes another step toward us, not even bothering to manifest the sparks it used before.

Lily falls to the ground, and Kevin freezes close to her as the two of them are closest to the bear.

Before anyone is able to move, the bear reaches them, stopping right over Lily, who continues to scream. Kevin just stands near the monster, unable to move.

Then the bear slowly lowers its open maw toward the girl.

At that very moment, something terrifying comes into existence from the girl under the bear. A grayish cloud of mana forms in front of her, and wisps of mana emanate from it.

The skill Lily wasn’t able to use until now: [Disintegration].

It makes the monster pause for a second, but then it just lowers its maw, about to take a bite.

The level 1 skill collides with the bear’s lower jaw, and something unthinkable happens.

Disgusting, terrifying mana flares out even more, and a few threads shoot into the surroundings from the cloud at the center.

But the biggest part of the skill hits the bear’s maw.

Without any resistance, the bear’s lower maw disappears as if torn off with immense force, and blood starts slowly running down from the bear’s missing lower jaw, right on the girl under the monster.

Cinderbear pauses and tilts its head as if in surprise, but I am already there, pulling Lily away and throwing her further away. I avoid the last remains of her skill with extreme care.

When I reach to grab Kevin, I freeze.

Only one lifeless eye looks at me, half of his face is missing, eaten away by Lily’s skill. Then his body crumbles to the ground.

Ah.

I enter a deeper [Focus].

While boosting my body, I jump as far as I can, and when I am about to run away, another wave of mana hits the entire area, gluing our feet to the ground. I turn around and look at the bear that is just staring at me.

Despite its missing lower jaw and blood gushing out like a waterfall, the monster’s eyes remain calm. An enormous surge of mana emanates from its body. Then the bear lowers its head once again and tries to take a bite out of Kevin’s body, but is unable to do so. It pauses, and steps on the boy’s arm.

Crack.

It burrows its remaining upper teeth into the body but is unable to take a bite.

So it stops.

Then, slowly and deliberately, it looks at me, and little orange sparks appear.

Two minutes left.

I scream through the fear caused by the bear’s skill, and my mana flares up, alleviating some of the skill’s effect on me. Then, I do something I wasn’t able to do up until now, even though I tried many times before.

I activate [Armament] and [Mana Manipulation] and combine them. Instead of armor, I create small beads of light-blue mana that flit around my body.

More.

Ten of them.

More.

A hundred.

Hundreds of small glowing beads float in the air around me in a way similar to the bear’s sparks. I push them toward the bear. They are slow, and they are not dangerous at all.

The bear doesn’t dodge, but instead of targeting him, the beads hit the sparks around the monster and make them explode. Only ten or so of the mana beads collide with Cinderbear’s skill, but that’s enough, as the chain reaction makes sure to ignite the remaining ones.

A massive ball of hot flame explodes with the bear at the center, the airwaves from all the heat make me stagger away.

But that won’t be enough.

I know it won’t be.

The bear walks out of the flames. Its fur is charred and it’s still bleeding from its missing lower jaw, making it look even more horrifying. The monster’s growl is distorted because of the wound, which makes it even more frightening than before.

A loud whistling noise fills the air, and two mangled pieces of iron zing toward the bear, lightning cracking audibly around it. The monster just looks toward them and growls again. They slowly melt in the air, losing half of their volume, weakly hitting the bear and falling to the ground, the lightning gone from them.

More objects rain down—stones, smaller trees, pieces of wooden palisades. Everything just gets pushed slightly as it comes closer to the bear and is set ablaze by the heat the monster generates.

One minute.

I do not dare to move closer, so I just continue to shoot beads of mana at the bear. I sling fewer of them, instead making them denser, stronger and faster. Yet they burn the same way everything else does, dissipating into the air.

Then the bear takes a step toward us, and we try to run. But as soon as we enter the forest and pass by a few trees, the clearing appears back in front of uss and the bear with it.

Is it the bear’s skill? Is the system messing with us? What’s happening?!

The bear rushes at us, pausing for a second in the middle of the movement, before continuing its pursuit. I hear a painful scream from Sophie, and she falls to the ground, holding her head. Hadwin’s skill fires up and pushes against the bear, trying to disrupt the monster’s mana. Unfortunately it’s canceled by the bear’s exceedingly large mana pool, and the man is pushed back instead.

Then Tess throws an entire bus at Cinderbear.

With a loud creaking, it lifts into the air, hovering at around my head’s height, and soars at the monster as it stands there, looking at it almost curiously.

With a loud sound of creaking iron, the bus lands on the bear, covering the monster nearly entirely. Tess then falls to the ground, and I barely feel any mana from her.

Ten seconds.

Under the bus, there is movement, and flames slowly glow beneath it. Soon, I see the bus literally melting before it’s lifted into the air, iron parts glowing brightly from the heat they absorbed.

The bus drops down, and the unhurt bear looks at me, the air around it waving from the heat its body is producing.

Three seconds.

Two seconds.

One second.

A giant hole appears in the air, nearly reaching the sky—wide enough to allow multiple cars to pass through, and tall enough to reach the top of skyscrapers. Through this door, this entrance, I can see small hills covered in beautifully vibrant green grass that moves in the wind. The sky is blue and clear, with only one sun.

The second floor.


CHAPTER 58

CINDERBEAR



Ifeel Cinderbear’s mana move, and at the same time, a hundred beads of mana appear around me. Orange glowing sparks appear around the bear. I shoot my mana at the bear as it shoots its mana at me.

Mine is impossibly weaker, but it’s okay; it’s enough to trigger the bear’s skill.

A few sparks pass close to me, so I dodge hurriedly, remembering what happened to the monsters. Then the glowing sparkle flares up into a giant flame. I already know what’s next.

Mana instantly flows through my body, focusing all on defense, making my translucent armor as strong as it can.

And then stronger.

I temper it without caring about my creaking body under the pressure of mana.

The bear steps out from the flame of the exploded spark, instantly swinging its paw at me.

I dodge and absorb as much energy as I can. It feels as if I didn’t absorb even a tenth of it; I’m unable to take in more because of the terrifying force behind the attack.

Then the air around the bear waves and a terrible heat hits me. Initially, it’s weak, but rapidly gains strength, requiring some time before it reaches the full power of the skill.

My skin feels as if it’s burning, and the armor around my body starts melting. I release the absorbed energy and push myself toward the entrance to the second floor.

I pause for a second and absorb my own energy. Then I grab Lily’s unconscious body and throw her through the entrance.

One spark appears next to me, but I escape it. The bear instantly appears at the spot from the flame.

I release a bit of energy and push Tess out of the bear’s heat, and she also staggers toward the entrance, giving me one last look before she falls through.

I maneuver between the sparks, thanks to my [Mana Perception]. It warns me by sensing the massive mana from the sparks the bear uses to appear.

There are tens of sparks floating in the air, beautifully illuminating my surroundings, yet they are fatal, as a single touch means death.

Only thanks to my [Mana Perception] do I survive as I move toward the entrance after luring the bear away from it.

The sparks around me can’t be affected by kinetic energy, so I create multiple beads of mana and explode them before rushing back. Not having a spark near me to use, the bear just charges at me.

He is fast, but I am faster, and the entrance is just an arm’s reach away from me.

The monster seems to realize it and stops, letting out a terrifying growl. We look at each other.

The entrance is right here, and the scary foe is behind me.

Through the “door,” I see Tess screaming something at me, but the sound doesn’t pass through. She tries to get through but is bounced back. She just stands there, staring into my eyes.

Biscuit is there too, along with Lily, Kim, Sophie, Isabella, Maya, Hadwin, and somehow both of the twins.

Only Kevin’s now mangled and burned corpse lies somewhere behind the bear.

Fear continues to make me run away, to hide, to save my life.

It’s not the bear’s skill but my own fear, my memories of what I went through. Memories of the pathetic state I was in, unable to do anything.

At that moment, I can run. It’s just a small step.

I see Tess sigh and close her eyes before I take a step.

Away from the entrance. Toward the bear.

“Oi, fucker, did you have fun?” I feel a smile crawl on my lips as I move my shoulders and let out a cracking noise.

Finally, it feels as if the weight has fallen from my shoulders.

I feel free.

I shake off some stiffness in my remaining hand and bounce my bare feet on the ground a few times.

The bear doesn’t do anything, so I take another step further away from the second-floor entrance and toward the monster.

“Do you know what I went through because of you?”

I stop holding back my mana, and it flares up stronger than ever before.

But I do not worry. It’s my mana, so I better control it.

I force it under my power while it roars, threatening to make a mess of me. Multiple bloody wounds open all over my body, and my veins start bulging out—a few of them showing tears, and more of my blood covering my body.

The bear just tilts its head and fires up its mana too. Dozens of sparks start flowing around it.

At the same time, loads of beads made out of mana appear around me.

They all move at the same time, meeting in the middle between us.

The massive explosion throws me away, and I feel the armor around my body crack.

One quick spark lands behind me. I do not run.

This time, I burrow my feet into the ground and put everything I have into the armor covering most of my body.

With a flare of mana, the bear steps out of the flame and swings at me. But I am able to slip under its paw.

Then the heat wave hits me, progressively intensifying in strength. I clench my teeth, my heart pumping mana like crazy, my mana circuit shifting into overdrive as I move mana through my body at dizzying speeds.

The helmet covering my head starts melting, so I watch the bear only through my [Mana Perception]. Its mana pathways through its limbs, create an image of the bear in my head.

A sharp spike appears in my hand, and my ears start ringing as [Oscillation] covers it.

My shirt catches fire even through the armor. The heat causes my body to burn and blister.

I hold my breath to keep the hot air from entering my lungs.

I release all the absorbed kinetic energy and push against the spike in my hand, nearly dislocating it with a sudden speed boost. The spike pokes through the hole where the bear’s jaw used to be, and aims straight for the top of its head.

Time slows down, and in the black-and-white world of [Focus], I hear my and the bear’s breathing.

The only color around us is that of my light-blue mana and the beautifully glowing sparks around us.

The spike in my hand continues to melt, and I have to keep reforming it. Focusing more and more on the spike weakens the armor around my body, resulting in more severe burns.

But that’s okay; if I survive, they will heal. I just need to kill the monster in front of me.

The spike breaks, but I reform it and oscillate it more, faster.

I [Focus] more, and hear a notifications sounds somewhere far in the distance.

I push out every ounce of my mana, and the spike finally goes through the monster’s head.

Then its paw swats me. I absorb as much energy as I can and immediately use it to push myself away from the bear. However, the graze leaves a wound along the entire length of my chest.

I fall down and roll a few times, then push myself away from the spark floating nearby, rolling a few more times until I am out of reach.

There are no sparks around me, and the bear isn’t moving, but I force myself back onto my feet.

I take in the still-warm, but much colder air than that around the bear. I swear it never felt better to breathe.

I look up at the Cinderbear; it is still standing there, even more blood dripping down from its head, one of its eyes all bloodied and blind.

Then it takes a step toward me.

Hahah. I sigh, brace myself, then reach out and grab my mana once again, forming floating beads around me, while barely keeping myself standing.

The bear makes one step. Then another.

Then—it falls. Crashing in a great heap, its remaining eye still looking at me.

I wait. And wait.

Then I get a notification.

[You have defeated the Cinderbear - Level 26]

[Level 23 > Level 24]

I fall down on my ass and cancel out the beads of mana, using every bit of mana I have left to keep my body strengthened.

I invest stat points into constitution and breathe out while looking at the corpse of the massive bear.

A minute passes as I continue to gaze at the dead monster before me.

It’s hard to believe.

Then, the screeching of creatures from the surrounding forest reaches my ears.

Damn…

I guess that’s it for the question of whether I can stay on the first floor and not go to the second one.

As quickly as I can in my position, I get on my legs and limp toward the entrance. My body falls to the ground, adding a few more scratches to my terrible state. I crawl for a bit before getting on my knees, then on my feet, and continue to limp toward the giant entrance to the second floor.

The screeches sound closer and closer, and soon the monsters start entering the clearing just as I pass through the giant doorframe to the second floor.

Instantly, the entrance disappears behind me. I just fall down and flip around to lie on my back. The grass feels nice, and the air feels so refreshingly cold in comparison to the air heated by that godforsaken bear.

I feel someone kneel beside me, and soon enough, warm mana starts flowing into my body.

Nice; while you’re at it, try to regrow my arm.

When I look up, I see that Tess is standing with her back to me, a few stones floating around her, crackling with red-and-white lightning.

Opposite her stands Maya in her [Armament], holding a translucent spear in her hand. Even Hadwin seems to be waiting for a chance, and Sophie? Well, I already feel her mana reaching out to me.

So that’s it for resting.

I sit up and, with the help of my hand, get back on my feet, wobbling from side to side as I do so.

“So that’s how it’s going to be? Feel free to try,” I say, and my voice sounds weak even to me. Yet, they all heard it and turn to look at me.

Resentment, fear, and opportunity can all be felt from their gazes.

“I will fuck you up.” This time, my voice is stronger, and my mana flares up again.


CHAPTER 59

CHOOSE YOUR PRIMARY CLASS



“Hey, Maya. Don’t tell me you’re still butthurt.”

It doesn’t work, and her eyes are calm as she takes a step.

Then a stone as big as my head flies at her, hitting her chest at full speed. Only her skill saves her from a terrible wound.

She glides through the air and rolls on the ground a few times while lightning crackles around her body, seemingly ignoring her armament.

She screams. What’s most surprising is that she wasn’t able to evade the stone at all, even with her high dexterity.

“Not a single step more!” Tess nearly screams, and it feels as if the ground is shaking and the stones spin around her faster than before.

She turns to Sophie and points her finger at her vehemently.

“Sophie, I swear, if you try something, you’ll be the first to go. I’ll be able to sense that much.” Tess points at the brunette, who pushes her sister behind her back and then just lifts her hands up in the air defensively.

“Tess, you can’t be serious. That guy is freaking crazy.” Hadwin steps closer, and I feel mana activating in his body as he is about to disrupt Tess’s skill.

He takes another step, and two stones hit him in quick succession. He catapults even further than Maya and quickly gets back on his legs, seemingly only slightly hurt.

“Crazier than you all? Don’t talk such nonsense, Hadwin. Tell me, what happened to Damon? To Dominic, to Jacob?”

One more stone sails at Hadwin, hitting him again, making him drift and roll even further on the grass.

His groan sounds more painful this time, as he tries to get back on his feet.

“Keep your goddamn ass on the ground, or you’ll get some more,” Tess hisses sharply. Wisely, the older man stops moving.

Why are you so cool?

“Tess, I think Sophie is trying to use her skill,” I say.

“Bullshit! I’m not doing anything!”

It almost makes me smile, seeing all of them like this.

“Stop, Nathaniel. I know you’d like to get rid of them, but at least wait until we find out what the second floor is about, okay? I don’t like it any more than you do, but we might all need each other.”

I guess that’s it.

Survival over revenge.

Let’s not get emotional and destroy useful tools just because of some hurt feelings from someone trying to kill me. Dangerous, annoying, and sometimes not even that useful tools.

Yup.

For now.

Sure, it feels as if I am only postponing it further and playing with fire, but that’s the situation we are in, and unlike them, it seems that I can control myself much better.

Still, Maya seems to want to take revenge for me beating her, probably by only beating me as well. I do not feel much bloodthirst from her. Sophie wants to turn me into one of her pets or pawns that will keep her and her sister safer. The problem is Hadwin. The older man seems to be seriously considering killing me.

First, I need to acquire more information about the second floor. What if it’s the place where I absolutely need as many people as possible?

I check the surroundings with my perception, but I don’t sense anything.

So now, let’s check out the notifications.

Congratulations! You have cleared the first 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.

Well, darn, that’s a lot.

Something pokes me, and I look down at the doggo.

Sorry, Biscuit, I barely have cloth to cover my rear end. Where do you think I’d be hiding more food?

Also, please stop; it hurts when you bump into my leg. Only my mana strengthening is keeping me awake.

I get back to it and invest the five stat points I got, three into mana and two into constitution, through my clenched teeth. I want more mana. I need more mana!

Then, I check my skills:

Focus - Level 10

Mana Manipulation - Level 10

Mana Perception -Level 9

Oscillation - Level 5

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 8

Armament - Level 2

Okay, I expected only [Mana Manipulation] at level 10, so this makes it difficult to decide.

Let’s think about it a bit later; now, I want to see my classes first!

Well done! You successfully entered the second floor. You can now select one of the classes. The classes are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

Choose with caution!

Force Adept:

A novice class that harnesses the power of various forces, allowing the user to control and manipulate energy and momentum during combat, benefiting from their strong affinity with mana.

Mystic Tamer:

A novice class that uses their magical affinity to communicate with, control, and enhance magical creatures, forming bonds and empowering their allies.

Ether Warrior:

A novice class that blends martial prowess with basic magical abilities, creating a versatile combat style that relies on both physical strength and innate magical energies.

Mana Channeler:

A novice class that centers on the circulation of mana within the body, leveraging the user’s innate talents to reinforce their physical attributes and refine their command over magic.

Mana Striker:

A novice class who channels their innate magical energies into powerful physical attacks, enhancing their strength and agility in battle.

Force Archer:

A novice class in which the user employs their magical abilities to enhance their archery skills, creating powerful force-based projectiles.

Kinetic Defender:

A novice class that specializes in mitigating the force of incoming attacks, providing protection for themselves and their allies by subtly manipulating energy and momentum.

Focus Ascendant:

A novice class that underscores the value of mental concentration, empowering the user to augment their magical prowess, maintain focus during combat, and increase their ability to rapidly adapt to changing situations in battle.

Mana Scout:

A novice class that combines their mana perception skills with stealth and tracking, allowing the user to locate hidden enemies, magical items, and areas of high magical concentration.

Mystic Armorer:

A novice class that focuses on creating and reinforcing equipment with magical properties, enabling the user to fashion basic magical weapons and armor as well as enhance existing gear.

Okay, this list seems even longer. Are ten offered classes good, normal, or bad? Are these classes any good?

I look around again to distract myself a bit, and it seems that everyone is doing the same as me—picking their classes. Everyone except Lily, who is gazing into the air with an empty look in her eyes. Her hand is touching me, and I feel warm mana healing my wound.

What should I do? I’m terrible at stuff like this.

What can I even say?

‘It will be fine?’ ‘You didn’t mean to blow off your friend’s head?’ ‘It’s not your fault?’

Sigh.

Even my stance toward her has changed a bit. Her skill is that terrifying.

How is it even possible to hurt a level 26 “named” monster with a level 1 skill?

Are there tiers of skills? Can it be that some skills are just so much stronger?

I don’t know.

I want to know.

While looking around, I see that Kim glances at Lily, his eyes are full of hate.

This could be a problem.

He and Kevin were best pals back on the first floor.

My eyes meet his, and after a second, he turns away. I need Lily, so you don’t dare put your hand on her. That’s what I try to tell him wordlessly.

Then, once again, I feel someone bumping my leg.

(Food?)

Gosh darn it, Biscuit! Do you want to eat my leg or what?

He senses my mood and stops, then runs toward Hadwin, who is still sitting down on his rear end. I watch as he starts booping the older man and then hear a short scream from him.

“What the hell!”

Oh, can you hear Biscuit now too? Welcome to the club.

Tess moves closer to me and says, “We can’t join the Community. It says the person with the highest level from the group needs to enter it first.”

Huh?

That must be me, I guess.

“Did you pick your class already?” I ask.

“Yes, I will tell you more when we have fewer people listening.”

Sounds good to me.

Okay, let’s do it like this: first, I will check out the Community, then I will upgrade my skill—maybe I will get offered more classes after doing it, or maybe the ones I have will change.

As for the Community, there might be useful information on classes there.

“Community,” I say, and I get a notification.

Congratulations on completing the Floor quest for the first floor.

You belong to group 4 in the Hell difficulty tier of the 5th tutorial round. As the highest-leveled one in your group, please select a name for your group prior to accessing the Community, as well as an alias for your own use on the forum.

I pause, and with a long sigh, I close my eyes, my [Mana Perception] still watching people around me and scanning as large an area as I can.

Then I read it again, and again, and again.

What the heck, system? What’s your problem?


CHAPTER 60

COMMUNITY



Okay, later, I will think about it later.

First, let’s pick the name for our group and for myself.

Welcome to the Community! Your group is now registered as “Group 4,” and your alias will be “Noname.” Your daily time limit is 10 minutes; after that, your access to the Community will be cut off.

Then a window appears, looking similar to a forum style.

Easy difficulty: 1869/2000

Normal difficulty: 734/1000

Hard difficulty: 330/500

Hell difficulty: 56/250

Community tournament (currently unavailable)

So yup, Hell is the highest difficulty, as expected. What surprises me is that there is a forum with all difficulties in the same place.

What do the numbers mean? The number of survivors out of the total amount that got into the tutorial?

Also, what the hell is with those numbers? Why are there so many people?

And why does Hell difficulty have so many lower numbers in comparison to others?

Okay, never mind the last part.

And also, what the fuck is the Community tournament?

So many questions.

I touch on Hell difficulty, and a thread opens.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - Hello.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - What the hell is this?

Bard (Hell, IDK) - I thought I would get some info from you guys.

Hadwin (Hell, Group 4) - Are you also on the second floor?

What the hell, Hadwin? Did you use your name as your alias?

The messages move as more and more people type in, and at this point, it’s easy to guess that the first is the alias, then there is difficulty and group name.

As for now, no one from other difficulties joins this thread, and when I try to switch, I am unable to, and the system says it’s unavailable at the moment.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - Is your second floor also named Mana-Infused Kingdom? Small hills, a lot of grass?

Bard (Hell, IDK) - Yes, but I don’t see anyone other than our group here. To our left, there is a stone as big as a house with a lot of rocks around it. To its right, there is a small hill going sharply downward.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - OMG, same! Different dimensions or copies of the same floor?

Bard (Hell, IDK) - Probably. We also didn’t meet anyone other than our group on the first floor. Trolls, wolves, spider matriarch, Cinderbear?

Hadwin (Hell, Group 4) - Yes, the same here.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - That’s it then. I guess we won’t be seeing each other. We can’t rule it out but…

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - How did you guys deal with Cinderbear?

Oh!

I quickly join in.

Noname (Hell, Group 4) - Fuck Cinderbear!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Hell yes, Noname, fuck that furry asshole!

Oi, be more careful, it sounds kinda…

A few more people join, and everyone is happy to complain and vent a bit.

Noname (Hell, Group 4) - Did you pick your classes already?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Most of us did; there’s no sense in waiting any longer.

Noname (Hell, Group 4) - Anything interesting? Hidden stuff?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Just a small one. When you ***********

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Lol, it got censored. Good luck, Noname!

Obviously, the system wouldn’t let it go.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Did you use the amulet to get Cinderbear to help you?

Hadwin (Hell, Group 4) - What do you mean by that?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Lol, Hadwin, how the fuck are you guys alive?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - You didn’t use the amulet? The one from level 5 Goblin Shaman.

Hadwin (Hell, Group 4) - It broke…

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Lol, what the hell?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - You could use the amulet to summon Cinderbear to help. He would move around your camp and kill stronger monsters, but once in a while, he would come and take one from the group in exchange. We think it’s a cruel mechanic the system hid there.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - I hate that bear so much.

Hadwin (Hell, Group 4) - He ate a few people, but in the end, we killed him.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - …

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - What?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Bullshit.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - I killed him too.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - He wasn’t that tough.

Then I get forcefully disconnected from the forum.

I lift my hand and stick out my middle finger, showing it to the floating holographic window in front of me.

Screw you and your hidden mechanics.
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Let’s check the skill upgrade.

Please select your class first; only after that can you upgrade your skills.

What the heck? This is just straight-up bullying.

Is it a progression structure? Is it possible to abuse it? Maybe there’s a possibility of not picking a class and just upgrading your skills a few times and then getting a way too strong starting class? That’s why the system won’t let me pick a skill upgrade?

But okay, let’s check the classes again.

My favorites are:

Force Adept:

A beginner class that harnesses the power of various forces, allowing the user to control and manipulate energy and momentum during combat, benefiting from their strong affinity with mana.

Mana Channeler:

A novice class that centers on the circulation of mana within the body, leveraging the user’s innate talents to reinforce their physical attributes and refine their command over magic.

Focus Ascendant:

A beginner class that underscores the value of mental concentration, empowering the user to augment their magical prowess, maintain focus during combat, and increase their ability to rapidly adapt to changing situations in battle.

As for the other ones.

Mystic Tamer is something I will have to talk about with Biscuit. This one is on his for sure. Goddammit, Biscuit. I swear if this one replaced some awesome class, I will boop your snoot until I deplete my stamina.

I like Ether Warrior, but it seems to rely a bit more on physical combat, and my goal is to improve my mana.

Mana Striker is something similar to Ether Warrior, but it’s not for me.

Force Archer is interesting. Probably got it because of the absorbed kinetic energy I channeled into the thin cone and used to attack the monsters. Can you even call that archery?

Kinetic Defender: nope, I need more damage.

Mana Scout also nope, doesn’t seem to be that much into mana manipulation, and I don’t want to scout and avoid fights; I want to win them quickly.

Mystic Armorer is a total nope. I will rely on myself and not on a piece of equipment. Did I get it offered because I kept using oscillation on my weapons to strengthen them?

So it’s back to the top three.

Force Adept sounds super good as it even talks about mana a lot, and the various forces part sounds good.

Mana Channeler I like it a lot. Centers on the circulation of mana? Innate talents? Refine command over magic? Definitely a top pick.

Focus Ascendant augmenting magical prowess sounds good, and maintaining focus during combat also—but I have a skill for that. And what does rapidly adapting to changing situations even mean?

In the end, it’s not such a hard decision, and I pick Mana Channeler.

Congratulations! You have picked your first class - Mana 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 - Mana Channeler.

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:

+10 to Mana

+2 to Constitution

Yes!

YES!

More mana!

Huhu…

I might have a problem.

Whatever! If I were a telepathic corgi, I totally wouldn’t be screaming (Mana!) instead of (Food!). I can stop anytime I want.

Anyway, why the hell is there a (Rare) thingy in the name of my shiny new skill? Yeah, system? Why don’t you grade everything at once?

But it’s okay; I am happy. Two new skills? One of them passive? Boosting magical abilities? Improving overall magical control?

Heck yeah!

Okay, breathe in.

Breathe out.

Now repeat that.

Good.

And do not test them now; you need your mana to keep your body together until you heal at least somewhat. Also, there are a bunch of assholes around you waiting for a chance to take a bite out of you.

Overall, I like my new class, and I am excited to test it.

Now, let’s check skill upgrades.

A new window pops up in front of me.

Congratulations! You can now upgrade your level 10 skill by using the skill upgrade token. Currently, there are two skills available for upgrade. Choose wisely!

Focus:

Deep Focus: Increases the intensity and effectiveness of your focus, further enhancing your magical abilities and concentration during combat.

Focus Extension: Lengthen the duration of your focused state, allowing you to maintain concentration for longer periods without experiencing mental fatigue.

Dual Focus: Train your mind to focus on two tasks simultaneously, allowing you to perform multiple actions at once with greater efficiency.

Focus Synergy: Improve the synergy between your focus and other skills, allowing you to combine their effects for more potent results.

Mana Manipulation:

Mana Amplification: Increase the potency of your mana manipulation, enabling you to generate more powerful magical effects.

Advanced Mana Manipulation: Enhance your control over mana, allowing for more precise and intricate manipulation of magical energies.

Mana Intensification: Strengthen the potency of your mana manipulation, enabling you to generate more powerful magical effects with less effort.

Mana Sensitivity: Heighten your sensitivity to mana in your surroundings, allowing you to detect and track mana sources more easily.

I notice one of the skill upgrades.

Huh? Did I see it right?


CHAPTER 61

SKILL UPGRADE



Okay, that might make me change my plans a little bit. At first, I wanted to go and upgrade my [Mana Manipulation], but now I’m not that sure.

Yes, there are some amazing upgrades for it, especially [Advanced Mana Manipulation] and [Mana Amplification].

BUT! What the hell is this?

[Dual Focus]?

Is it what I think it is?

Instead of one [Focus], would I have two? Does that mean it’s almost like having two brains? Does that mean I could keep up my [Oscillation] with one and use the other one for [Armament]?

Would it split my current skill into two parts, or would it duplicate it? From its description, it sounds like it would duplicate the skill.

Up until now, I always felt as if my brain was about to melt when I used too many skills at once, and I could never give them the attention they deserved. But this?

Sure, I would miss out on better mana handling, but isn’t this even better?

And maybe. Just maybe. I might be able to upgrade it in the future again.

I will be able to do multiple things at once.

Like… Like a woman!

Huh?

Never mind.

Okay, let’s go over the others.

[Deep Focus] might be an improved version of the current [Focus].

[Focus Extension] doesn’t sound that good in comparison to the others.

[Focus Synergy] also sounds good, but [Dual Focus] beats it for sure.

Almost all upgrades for [Mana Manipulation] are great, but my eyes keep returning to one in particular.

Congratulations! You have upgraded your skill. [Focus] > [Dual Focus]

Unable to help myself, I quickly try it out and enter the [Focus]. The weirdest feeling hits me. It’s hard to describe and dizzying. It’s just… weird.

I cancel the skill and exhale.

This will need some serious training to get used to it. I also notice that my [Focus] didn’t strengthen that much. I’m sure that would happen if I picked the other option, but I still like this one a lot.

Hopefully, it works the way I think it does.

Now I should check if we got new quests, right?

Floor quest:

Witness the end of the world.

Rewards:

Skill upgrade token

20 stat points

Increased daily limit of community usage

Tutorial Difficulty change token

Side quest:

Reach level 50

Rewards:

Trait strengthening token

I enter the [Focus], not activating the upgraded version.

Okay, first.

I’m not witnessing a thing! What am I? A freaking dinosaur? I won’t be witnessing the end of the freaking world.

What’s with this jump? From fighting spiders you could probably find back on Earth in Australia, to watching the end of the world?

Also, what the hell is ‘Tutorial Difficulty change token’? Does it mean I can change my difficulty to easy? Or does it mean more people can come to Hell difficulty? Most likely, it means just that. Hmm, that’s interesting, to say the least.

Other rewards for the floor quest seem nice but not as interesting as these two.

Rewards for the side quest are quite good, but level 50 is still far off.

I sigh.

Biscuit, come here; I need to relax.

As if hearing me, the best doggo of the first… of the second floor comes to me and puts his head on my leg as I am still sitting down.

(Food?)

I boop his snoot, and he lets me, only looking at me with big eyes.

Soon, okay? I pet the corgi and feel myself calming down a bit, feeling his warm body so close to mine.

“Lily?” I say slowly, and she looks up at me; her eyes still look empty. “If you want to talk, I can listen. If you want to cry, I can be here with you.”

I’m not good at these things.

Kevin died, yet my reaction is minimal. There is a hint of sadness at what could be, but that’s it.

I can laugh now, and I know I won’t cry.

And it’s not only because of [Focus].

Lily’s eyes become wet, and she finally starts crying. She hugs me, and I feel her tears wetting my chest. I awkwardly put my hand on her back and hug her in return. Even my sympathy might be fake.

But does it really matter if it makes her feel better?
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[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 2 - Mana-Infused Kingdom

Time left until forced return: 4y 334d 21h 36m 02s

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

Level: 24

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 12

Constitution: 38

Mana: 62

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 10

Mana Manipulation - Level 10

Mana Perception - Level 9

Oscillation - Level 6

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 8

Armament - Level 3

Mana Surge - Level 1

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

[Skill Points: 1]

[Stat Points: 0]

More time passes, and there are no signs of living beings, and we still stay on grassy hills. Hungry and thirsty, yet all of us are resting.

The breeze is amazing, and the temperature is perfect, not hot or cold. The grass feels nice to sit on and is calming to look at as it moves in the wind.

Almost as nice as my stats!

Hell yeah.

…Sorry.

So, should I invest my skill point? I could get my [Mana Perception] to level 10 or [Focus] to level 11. But I think I’d rather keep it for another bottleneck for a skill I will need more. It might be a waste to use it right now, so yeah, let’s maybe keep it.

Also, my poor mana. Why is it so low? Or why is my constitution so high? Sure, my body would complain every time I handled my mana, but it was okay. It was totally fine!

Anyway, I was also able to talk with Tess, and her class is something like this:

Storm Sentinel:

A novice class that manipulates the power of lightning through their psychokinesis, electrifying their projectiles while using farsight to maintain a constant vigil over the battlefield.

Sure, it sounds good. Maybe even really good, but did you see mine?

Hehe. Not jealous at all!

Together, we also went over Lily’s classes and picked one for her.

Harmonic Dissonance:

A novice class that draws on the power of opposing forces, utilizing rejuvenation to heal and protect and disintegration to obliterate obstacles and enemies, demonstrating the duality of life and destruction.

Yup. Still not jealous.

Her healing improved after getting a class, so I am already feeling much better. Hopefully, she won’t use her other skill by mistake.

That would be… interesting.

Kim seems to be avoiding us. He is neither joining Hadwin and the twins nor Sophie; he just stands alone to the side, small stones continue to orbit around him as he practices.

So that’s it. He is still young, a teenager; maybe he will calm down after some time. It’s not like Lily did it on purpose.

But first, let’s try to find some food and water.
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We slowly start walking down the gently sloped hill covered in vibrant green grass, and Tess walks first, using her [Farsight] to scout for us.

While we do so, I think about the name of the second floor, Mana-Infused Kingdom.

What does it mean? Will there be people? An entire kingdom? Medieval age style with some magic? Sci-fi style with all kinds of things running on magic? Is this kingdom destroyed, and are there only ruins? Is this kingdom made not of humans but of monsters?

I don’t know, and it makes me nervous in the same way the start of the first floor did.

We did have some breaks after getting here, but not even for a second did I dare to forget that this is Hell difficulty. There is no way this will be easier than the first floor.

Yet, it feels different with massive clearings, pretty hills of grass, and fewer trees, making us able to see much further in comparison to the forest of the floor we just cleared.

“There is a lake nearby and a stream flowing into it,” Tess says shortly, and we all start paying more attention.

My perception still hasn’t picked up a single living being as we move closer and closer to the lake; soon, we see it.

It’s not that big, but under the sun, the water shines beautifully, looking almost unnaturally clear. Small waves are over the surface of the lake as the wind blows gently into it.

We move toward the running water and stop in front of it.

“We don’t have anything to boil it in,” Hadwin says shortly.

“You should test it out; you have the high constitution.”

“Screw off, Nat,” the older man says.

Hey, I tried to help.

“It looks so clear,” Lily says carefully while putting her hands into the water, using it to clean her face and neck.

I kneel down and do the same; the water is nice and slightly cold. When the wind blows into us, and I feel it on the wet skin of my face and neck, I let out a quiet sigh.

Damn, this feels nice. I jump into the water, diving my entire body into it by lying down in the not-so-deep stream. When I get my head out of the water, the others are looking at me.

“I would recommend moving higher; downstream water isn’t safe anymore.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” I hear Hadwin say, but I already dive again under the water while scrubbing my body as much as I can.

It looks like Hadwin is slowly not hiding his grumpy mood, as there aren’t that many people he has to trick and pretend to be a reliable leader. Currently, only the twins tag along with him. Their opinion of me doesn’t seem that good, and they seem to be avoiding Sophie’s group even more.

They do have some telepathic and physical connection between themselves. So maybe they can feel her [Manipulation], or Hadwin told them?

When I get up, I continue to look down at the water and then cup my hand, taking a bit close to my mouth, and take a sip. It tastes good, but I stop. Let’s see if I’m going to be okay in a few hours.

“Enemy,” Tess says shortly, and I jump back onshore.

She points toward somewhere, and I send my mana in that direction. A really weak hidden mana signature comes back to me.

Around level 10 non-named monster?

We wait a bit, and soon enough, the enemy appears from behind the bushes—a cute white rabbit with red eyes and a horn on its head.

[Horned Rabbit - Level 9]


CHAPTER 62

DRIFTERS IN A FOREIGN LAND



Everyone jumps at the defenseless-looking monster, hungry for some food.

A small stone floats toward its head, and Maya advances. I feel a pulse of Sophie’s mana, but the monster blinks its eyes and hops so quickly, I can barely track it with my eyes. It disappears back to where it came from.

I feel its mana with my perception, but then it evaporates as the monster hides its mana. Is that why I didn’t feel it coming closer?

“It’s gone,” Tess says shortly.

Already? Tess’s skill has a massive range; how fast is that rabbit?

“That was so funny.” A new voice. No one from us.

When I turn around, my mana is already flowing through my body faster than ever before, thanks to my new class and passive skill.

Then I freeze, unable to feel any mana from the man in front of us.

[Mana-veiled Scout - Level ?]

I guess that answers the question whether there are any other humans.

“I’ve never seen such a pathetic attempt to hunt a horned rabbit,” he says, then lets out a quiet laugh.

Confident yet still careful, judging from his stance.

Is he from a different group of Hell difficulty people? Is he from a different round?

“Do not move closer,” Hadwin says, his voice firm, but not aggressive. I already feel mana around the man.

“Calm yourself, mister. It’s you guys who are here hunting on Lord Blackburn’s land,” he says with a smirk.

Yup, I guess he is not from Earth.

We have to witness the end of the world. What is it even?

Does it mean the system plans to destroy the world and for us to witness it? That would be weird. There are more groups; even the system can’t create multiple worlds, right? Right?

Moreover, the environments appear identical; could this be some sort of virtual reality? Are we merely imagining all this?

While thinking, focusing on one part of my mind to think about it, I focus with another part to keep mana flowing through my body, ready to fight anytime.

“We didn’t know it belongs to someone; we wouldn’t dare to do it otherwise,” Sophie smartly says to the man. “We are lost… and hungry.”

Good start. The man seems to be much higher level than us, so let’s be careful.

“Ha! That’s some bullshit! You are in the middle of the lord’s land, and yet you got lost.”

Mana finally flares up from him, only as a warning.

The difference is massive. He is on a different level. Much stronger than Cinderbear. Multiple times stronger.

Isn’t he a scout? Why does he have such mana, and does the question mark mean that his level is so much higher? We were able to see level 20 when we were around level 5. So he is at least level 40 or higher?

“We just appeared here out of nowhere through the portal! We didn’t want to,” Kim adds. “Are you also from Hell difficulty?”

“Oh.” He pauses, and his mana calms down. “So, you are drifters. You should have told me.” He laughs a bit, ignoring the last part.

Did he not hear it?

“It’s my first time finding some of your kind.” His eyes move up and down, checking us out, and I feel an almost unnoticeable touch of his mana measuring us.

“Well, you guys seem pretty messed up, so it could be true. I will bring you to the boss, and if you try to run or fight, I will have to kill you,” he says, and this time, his face seems a bit more serious.

I don’t like that at all. Can we fight? It might be too risky right now, so I gesture to Tess to calm down and do the same.

Let’s wait and see if we get a better chance.

It’s not like we have a choice, right? The entire time, I continued to watch him. He seemed careless at times, but that can’t be it.

He might be trying to lure us into attacking.

How strong is his body at the level he is? Can we even pierce his skin with our attacks? How does it work?

He is still a human, so is his body stronger than a level 26 Cinderbear?

Questions, questions, questions, and no answers.

Fine, let’s tread carefully for the time being.

He whistles, and a crow flits down, landing on a nearby tree.

[Twilight Raven - Level 19]

The crow is pitch-dark, its eyes are yellow-colored and intelligent. It looks especially long at the corgi.

“Talon likes your… what is it even? Some mutated version of a battle dog? Puppy?” He pauses for a second while looking at Biscuit, then shakes his head dismissively. “Whatever, follow me.”

Without waiting, he starts walking, and I again think of running away. Who knows where the man wants to lead us and what awaits us there; it might be safer to just fight him now.

The crow caws and looks at me with its intelligent eyes. I feel its mana touch me.

What just happened?

“Talon put a mark on you all, so don’t even think about running.”

Huh? I scan my body, but I don’t find anything, even after I repeat it multiple times. He might be bluffing.

Yet, the crow’s intelligent eyes make me nervous, and slowly, I follow the man, together with the others.
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The man is called Roland. He isn’t that tall, and his build is slim. He has brown eyes and black hair. He moves, talks, and looks human.

We can understand him as if he is speaking English, and he can understand us.

He moves fairly quickly, so we have to move at a similar speed to not lag behind—all under the watchful eyes of his crow.

The land we are on belongs to Lord Blackburn, and every plant, tree, and animal or monster on it, also belongs to him. Lord Blackburn is also the strongest man in the area.

Hunting animals without permission is a crime, and for violating this, they can cut off a person’s hand.

Roland isn’t that talkative when it comes to sharing details, but we find out that there are levels as well. And classes.

The man says they are all from the gods.

We also discover that they refer to skills as “gifts.”

Apparently, it’s super hard to get one.

Kim asked him what his level is, and Roland slapped him. I wasn’t even able to see his movement, and even after five minutes, Kim can barely walk in a straight line.

It looks like it’s a super rude thing to ask.

Additionally, it seems like a wise decision not to confront him unless I am absolutely certain of defeating or surprising him. This may be even more challenging due to the crow flying alongside us, which likely has some connection to Roland.

“Sir.” I move closer, trying to sound as respectful as possible. “Would you mind if I ask you a few more things?”

“Haaaa, and I thought you would leave me alone. Go ahead and ask… three questions. Let the gods not think that I don’t show some mercy toward the cripples.”

Phew, okay, let’s calm down.

“Who is the strongest person in the kingdom?”

His eyes turn to me with surprise, and then he laughs.

“That would be Champion Keiron. Sure, some people say that Champion Tristan is stronger, but everyone knows who the king calls when things go to shit!”

Champion? Is that some sort of title? I wait a bit more, but the man doesn’t continue, and I don’t dare to ask about the levels.

“What should I do when talking to Lord Blackburn?”

“Yes, you guys are totally drifters.” He laughs even louder than before. “You will be talking to one of the lord’s men. The lord is too busy to deal with people like you.”

“What are drifters?” I ask my last question.

“People sent here by the gods, what else?” He pauses and looks at me with a more serious expression. “Now, shut up. I don’t appreciate your tone or the look in your eyes. It makes my skin crawl. If you don’t want to get beaten, do something about it. Others won’t be as nice as me.”

Then he stops talking, and I don’t ask him anything more.

Are drifters some setup from the system meant to help us integrate here?

Moreover, how much time do we have until the world ends? Days, months, years? Are we meant to become stronger and survive it? Run and hide somewhere?

In addition, what’s the issue with the look in my eyes?

I notice that Tess is gesturing at me, so I move closer to her.

“There’s something like a camp, a few dozen men, all armored, and most of them with one question mark over their head.”

I guess that’s it.

Now we have to hope that the system didn’t send us here to die. Something tells me it didn’t. In the same way, it put us in the least dangerous part of the first floor and then gradually heightened the difficulty.

I’m following the rest of the group, our steps cautious as we approach the camp. We pass a few tents set up haphazardly across the area, their outlines sharp against the night sky. Armed men cross our path at intervals, their watchful eyes, weapons, and question marks over their heads serving as silent reminders of the potential danger that surrounds us.

[Ironclad Warden - Level ?]

[Longbow Marksman - Level ?]

[Runebound Knight - Level ?]

They all seem dangerous, too dangerous for me to deal with. Some of them look at us with interest as we walk toward the tent in the middle, where the leader awaits us.

[Mystic Duelist - Level ?]


CHAPTER 63
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“Roland, who did you bring here this time? And what happened to your scouting?”

The man’s voice is authoritative. He is tall, muscular, and has curly black hair. His face is cleanly shaven. He is dressed in comfortable-looking clothes, and at his side, there is a sword with a thin blade.

Roland only bows slightly and smiles at the man.

“Drifters, sir! I spotted them while on watch. Talon is still out there, keeping an eye on things.”

“Drifters, you say.” I feel a wave of mana from the man. It pushes against me, scans my body, and probes me.

I feel disgusted. Is that how others feel when I am scanning them?

I want to do the same, to look at the leader’s mana, but I do not dare. I don’t know if he would feel it or if it’s considered rude in the same way asking for levels is.

“They are fairly weak.” He puts his hand on his beard and scratches it while glancing at us for a second. “The crippled one’s mana is strongest, and the creature they have with them is… weird. But they won’t be of use here.” He turns away. “Have Finnegan take them to Stonehaven. It will be their problem to deal with.”

Then he goes back behind his table, ignoring us.

He barely glanced at us; only his mana scanned our bodies, as if we aren’t even worth his time.

“You heard Sir Sterling, kids. Now move your asses before someone moves them for you!”

We quickly follow Roland out of the tents and wobble behind him like baby ducks following their mother.

I keep my mana to myself and do not try to use [Mana Perception]. Others seem to be doing the same.

Unfortunately, Biscuit is already acting cute in front of a man who is eating some meat.

Biscuit, if you end up getting killed, it’s on you!

Fortunately, the man laughs and throws a big piece to the corgi. Victorious doggo comes back to us.

His face seems even cheekier than before. He doesn’t say anything in my mind but pokes me as if gesturing for me to take some food.

Knowing how much food means to him, I can’t help but feel a little bit of emotion. Just a tiny little bit.

“Just eat it.”

Stupid dog, your tricks won’t work on me.

He doesn’t wait anymore and gobbles up the meat quickly.
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[Shadowstalker - Level ?]

Like everyone in the camp, we can’t even see Finnegan’s level. The man is quiet and just listens to Roland and then nods.

It takes him a few minutes to pack his stuff, and then he gestures for us to follow him to another man, who gives us some provisions after Finnegan signs some papers.

So, we’ve got ourselves another paperwork-ridden country, huh?

After we manage to leave the camp and walk for a few hours in total silence, the surrounding landscape keeps on showing off its amazing colors and gorgeous scenery.

We stop, and Finnegan gives us some food. Hard bread and dried meat, plus some water he made us carry.

While finally getting some food in my stomach, I carefully watch the man who is also slowly eating while staring into the distance.

The countryside around us remains stunning. Lush green grass and trees, expansive plains, and a beautiful blue sky with hardly any clouds. The weather is just perfect too. It all feels almost unnaturally picturesque.

I notice that the man holding us captive seems to be weaker than Roland. His moves aren’t that agile, and even his presence is weaker. Knowing that I have to try it sometime, I slowly wake up my mana and send it toward the man, gesturing to Tess to get ready.

I didn’t dare to do it with Roland because he had mana in his class name and was a scout, probably a class that is made to be better able to feel such things.

As thin strings of mana as I can make reach out and touch the man, I try to probe him, try to guess his strength.

If he’s weak, we can fight him and then run away. Some level difference won’t stop me, and it’s too dangerous to just do whatever they want us to do. Sure, it could all be going as the system intended, but it also doesn’t have to be.

At first, he doesn’t react, so I send a bit more, feeling the edges of his mana pool.

Carefully.

Slowly.

Then I realize he’s looking at me.

Deep, deep eyes as if piercing straight through my head.

“That’s really rude,” he says in a quiet voice, and then everything blacks out.
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Kim Min-Jae

As we leave the camp, the quiet man in front of me hands me a bottle of water. I take it gratefully, but when I glance up at him, his eyes send a chill down my spine. He calmly tells us what to do, but the fear in his eyes makes me wonder what we’re walking into.

Running away is not allowed. We’re not allowed to drink water or eat our provisions unless he gives us permission. Talking is not allowed.

We follow him quietly across the grassy plain with trees here and there. Everyone is just going with it.

Even Nathaniel, who is walking slightly to the side. Most of the time his eyes are on the man leading us.

They are full of curiosity.

He is not scared; he is just watching his surroundings and waiting. I notice that a few times he also tried to copy Finnegan’s movements. Light, quick steps that seem as if he is floating.

I turn away, unable to watch any longer.

I can’t compare myself to him. He is not normal. No normal person would turn back to face a Cinderbear instead of just passing through the entrance. Yes, no normal person would do that.

But he won.

And then he forgot about Kevin. No word about that. No sadness in his eyes. And he doesn’t even seem to be mad at Lily because of that. On the contrary, it looks like he’s even closer to her now.

But it’s okay; I will deal with it. As up until now, I will continue to grow stronger. I will put in the effort and improve the same way I did on the first floor.

I am stronger now.

While we sit and slowly eat the food, I hear Finnegan say something for the first time in a few hours.

“That’s really rude,” he says, his voice calm and quiet.

Then something hits Nathaniel, and he falls down, defeated.

“No!” I hear Lily and even Tess say something as they hurry toward the young man. Even the dog starts barking, and these weird purple tentacles appear around him.

And I am just looking at the unconscious body of a young man.

Just like that, he was defeated. Without having a chance to fight back.

Pfff.

I can’t help but smile, and for the first time since leaving the first floor, I feel relief.

It’s all starting over, isn’t it?

We are weak once more, and even he’s back at the starting point.
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Okay.

Okay!

I get it; it is rude to try to probe someone’s mana in the same way it’s rude to ask about levels, but at least say something instead of quietly looking at me.

Dang it, my head hurts so much. What did he do? Thankfully, I’m still alive and smarter than a few hours ago, but I could live without the pain. Don’t mess with people with a question mark over their head.

Yup.

I don’t know if it’s because of that or something else, but Finnegan takes us toward the trees, and we enter a small forest soon to find an animal.

[Boar - Level 19]

“Kill it,” the man says shortly and pushes me toward the animal that isn’t running at all.

The boar is massive and black in color, each of its tusks longer than my arm.

Not knowing the man’s intentions, I rouse up my mana and step toward the monster.

I enter [Focus] and feel my mind split into two parts.

One of them focuses on creating a spear with my [Armament], and the other part does what I would always do.

The mana flows through my body, strengthening it, making it faster, and I take it all in, missing the feeling even after only a few hours of barely using mana.

The translucent spear in my hand becomes denser and stronger while I continue to strengthen myself.

The boar rushes at me, and I dodge to the side while stabbing the animal deep inside its neck. The animal is fast when charging, but otherwise has some trouble reacting quickly. Its hide is very thick, but not too thick for my improved skill.

I sideswipe another attack and attempt to stab it again, but its skin becomes even tougher and turns a deeper shade of black. The spear’s blade breaks, so I let it dissipate and recreate it.

When it charges me yet again, I poke against its head and bury the tip of the spear inside the animal’s eye, calmly watching it under the influence of [Focus].

I leap to the side, release the spear, and then rush toward the creature. I form an axe with [Armament] and, using all the strength I can muster, puncture its neck. Blood spurts everywhere. I somewhat awkwardly repeat the process while holding the axe in one hand.

[You have defeated a boar - Level 19]

I look at the man with the Shadowstalker class, and he just nods shortly, his eyes piercing and watching the entire fight.

Keep watching, keep guessing. You’ll see only the façade, the skills I choose to reveal.


CHAPTER 64

ALLURING FACADE



So, Stonehaven? Well, it’s a city, and we are currently strolling through its streets, medieval and brimming with life. The cobblestone pathways, worn from the passage of countless feet, lead us past timber-framed houses and market stalls. Vendors continue to spew out their sales pitches, and I can smell the food they are offering: fresh-baked goods and oily meat from who knows what animal. I can even hear a blacksmith’s hammer.

It all feels so unreal.

Yet, the diverse crowd amazes me: armored knights, robed mages, and common folk.

I see classes such as farmer, merchant, and many more. Finally, I am also able to see their levels; many of the commoners are under level 10. Each person’s class and level are displayed above their head, like floating emblems of their unique classes.

Some higher-leveled individuals gather in groups, and the highest level I can identify is 46. So that most likely means that I can see levels of people that are twenty levels higher at most, and anything beyond that is showing as a question mark.

But who the heck knows? They could be level 1000, and the system would laugh as I try to probe their mana.

I have to be honest; there are some serious problems with the UI in this godforsaken tutorial.

Also, what the heck, Biscuit? Do you want to get killed? We have no money, so don’t even dare try to swipe food from the vendors!

Dang it! I saw that tentacle, hide it right away! And when the hell did you learn to make it so transparent? I almost can’t see it in daylight!

Once again, I am reminded that the best mage is going to be from the zoo, and we humans will all perish.

As we finally make our way into the old-looking stone building, we are guided through a corridor adorned with a worn carpet and a selection of rather ugly paintings hanging upon the walls. They are mainly paintings of men in military uniforms, all of them looking very serious. Continuing, we eventually reach what probably used to be a garden, now transformed into a makeshift training area.

There, we find a man around Hadwin’s age accompanied by a younger, aristocratic-looking guy.

As I observe their intense sparring session, I find it difficult to keep up with the speed of their movements.

They spar within a large circle, surrounded by glowing stones that seem to mark the perimeter of their makeshift arena. I am sure they are not only doing that, but I still do not dare to probe it after my experience from some time ago.

The older man’s skill is awe-inspiring; he effortlessly toys with his opponent, despite moving at a deliberately slower pace. The young noble is swift but noticeably impatient and impulsive. Their swords move with such speed and precision that they appear as blurred lines while their feet dance across the ground.

I’m quite certain that if I tried to move so fast, my ankles would break under the strain, and even without actively trying to sense it, I feel powerful mana emanating from both combatants.

Unfortunately, they stop, and I feel disappointed. Disappointed that I can’t watch them longer and learn a thing or two from their swordsmanship.

The younger man bows and thanks the older one, and together they exit the circle, and the stones stop glowing.

What does it do?

What is it?

Should I ask them or try to get closer and touch the thing? Maybe I can steal one of the stones. Okay, this doesn’t sound like a good idea.

Once again, I feel annoyed by my inability to perceive it with my mana and try to find out. It’s annoying me even more than my missing left arm; that’s how much I’ve gotten used to it.

“Finnegan,” the older man says shortly, and our prison guard merely bows.

I repeat the same thing and bow in a similar way I saw him bowing.

My reward is a chuckle from the younger man, and I quickly look up at him.

[Windblade Duelist - Level ?]

“Sir Emeric, they are drifters; obviously, they don’t know our customs. It’s praiseworthy that he tried to learn.”

The blond young man slowly apologizes to the older man, but I don’t believe that he means a single word of his apology.

For a second, our eyes meet, and then he turns away.

The older man looks at me.

[Tempest Knight - Level ?]

“It’s okay to try to learn, but you must not be so careless. The bow you just gave me is that of a leader and his subordinate. In your case, as someone with a much lower level and without any backer, you would bow much deeper while holding a hand on your chest.”

“I am sorry. I will learn it quickly,” I say.

So the older man likes people who try to learn; I have to remember that! It’s annoying to try to get into the good graces of powerful people, but hey, I don’t mind if it means that I will get to learn some stuff in exchange.

I will even kiss your feet!

Dignity?

What is that? Will it teach me magic? Will it keep me alive while surrounded by people many times stronger than myself?

Yeah, I thought so.

Also, how does he know that we are drifters? Did he get some information ahead of time? Did he already scan us? I didn’t feel anything.

The Tempest Knight answers with a short nod and then starts talking to Finnegan. I carefully listen to every word they say.

“Take them to Henry; he’ll take care of the rest.”

What the heck is this? Is this the famous “not my problem” style of dealing with annoying stuff? Is this because we are drifters or because we are weak and not useful?

“I will help.” The young noble-looking man called Sir Emeric smiles, and his face is one I would call punchable.

Sure, girls might call him handsome, but I can see the look in his eyes. This guy is rotten to the core.

Not wanting to deal with us anymore, the Tempest Knight only waves at him with his hand, and here we go once again, leaving the training area and entering the streets.

Finnegan walks first, and after a while, Sir Emeric slows down and ends up walking by my side.

“Hey, cripple, how did it taste?” His smile is bright as he looks at me. He is slightly taller than me.

“Sir?” I ask, confused by his question.

His smile becomes cruel, and he moves closer to my side, now whispering so only I can hear, “Old man’s ass. It’s been a long time since I saw such an ass-kisser. You’re spineless, revolting bottom-feeders who believe you’re so clever. Acting so meek, always following orders, and being polite while only revealing the emotions you choose—constantly insincere and manipulative. But all the while, you just bide your time,”—he pats my shoulder with feigned friendliness, still smiling—“and wait. And then, when the opportunity arises, you won’t hesitate to step over whoever is in your way.”

He squeezes my shoulder over my missing left arm, and I feel the bone cracking.

But I do not let out a single sound, even as he squeezes harder and harder. I just look down at the ground.

“My apologies, sir. I’m just afraid.” I try to add some emotion to it to make it believable.

He only laughs and let's go of my shoulder, slapping my back a few times in a friendly manner.

“There is no need for pretense. You and I are the same. I knew it the moment my eyes landed on you.” He pauses and then whispers once again in a quiet voice that bears no emotion, unlike his smiling face, “That’s why I will fucking kill you.”

Before I can reply, he walks toward Finnegan while smiling again as if nothing happened.

He is tall and has nearly golden blond hair. His eyes are brown, but such a shade of brown that makes you want to look at them in awe of the beautiful color. His build is muscular, and he is wearing clothes that look expensive even to me. Expensive yet comfortable, clearly showing his wealth or position.

The young man playfully says something to Finnegan.

So that’s how it’s going to be.

He is smiling brightly while talking to people around him, even greeting a few vendors and peasants.

People are people everywhere, be it on Earth or on the second floor.

He looks back at me and gives me one more smile. I can barely feel any hostility from it; it just looks so real and kind.

The frustrating feeling I had up until now slowly disappears, and I feel myself calming down a little. Up until now, the second floor looked so beautiful and almost safe, as we barely felt any hostility; only a few people punished us for our mistakes with a slap on the wrist.

It left me feeling deeply uneasy. The sensation was akin to someone offering a friendly smile, all the while clutching a hidden dagger, eager to catch me off guard.

This feels much better.

In the end, this is still Hell difficulty, even if it’s hidden under the alluring façade of the beautiful second floor.


CHAPTER 65

UNRESOLVED MATTERS



Henry, seemingly a battle-hardened veteran with a stern expression, carefully observes our group as we gather in the training hall. His keen gaze sweeps over each one of us, pausing briefly on Biscuit.

He shakes his head, mumbling under his breath, “What kind of monstrosity…”

His brow furrows slightly when he sees my missing arm, but he quickly moves on to assess the others.

“You’re drifters, and that means you’re expendable. Don’t expect any special treatment or protection. You’re on your own.”

Nice start.

“You might have come from another world, but you’re nothing more than fodder for our enemies if you can’t pull your weight.”

Emeric is smiling brightly, standing to the side. Finnegan is already gone.

“The weak die, and the strong survive. That’s the law of this land. If you can’t keep up, you’re better off dead.”

As if to make a stronger impact with this sentence, I feel a wave of his mana hit us with an effect similar to Cinderbear’s fear.

“Your background means nothing here. You’re starting from scratch, so you better work twice as hard as everyone else.”

I guess that means we will be forced to work for them? What about the floor quest? Will the end of the world come out of nowhere? Is it already coming, but people around here don’t know about it?

Will it happen in a few years? Few days?

“Drifters often have more gifts than us, natives of this kingdom, but if you think you can coast by on your gifts, you’re sorely mistaken.” His walk stops in front of me. “I heard you are decent with manipulating your mana. Too talented for your own good but too dumb to take advantage of that.”

He puts his hand on my shoulder, and I do not attempt to dodge.

“Defend yourself against my mana. If you hold back and try to hide your skill, you will be punished.”

Then I feel his mana entering my body in a similar way to how Lily does when she is healing. Even the amount of mana is similar; the man is most likely holding back.

My mana resists his and doesn’t let it enter my body, even without me doing anything.

But out of nowhere, he starts sending mana toward multiple places.

The attacks are still weak, but they are quicker and quicker. Soon, he is pushing against my mana at a dozen places, and my automatic defense becomes confused.

How much should I show? If I show too little, I will be punished and probably thrown away as someone useless. Maybe even killed? If I show too much, it might become troublesome. The question is, even if I show him my all, how does it measure in comparison to them?

This seems to be a kingdom that is used to handling mana, and there are massive amounts of people handling it, probably for years. What is my thirty-day experience in comparison to them?

So, I show it all and do not hold back at all.

I concentrate my efforts on maneuvering my mana, effectively neutralizing his attack. I not only manage to block his attacks but even exert force to push back against him. I carefully observe and mimic the way he handles his mana.

At first, it was challenging, but gradually, I grow more adept. I manage to simultaneously attack in two places, then three, five, and eventually ten. As the battle progresses, I continue to adjust and adapt my mana manipulation in response to his tactics.

He attempts to confuse me by reducing the size of his assaults, luring me into a false sense of security. I also take note that he consistently strikes in twelve places, so I strategically limit my own offensive and defensive maneuvers to match this number.

The experience is exhilarating, and I feel a smile tug at the edge of my mouth.

Though it proves more difficult than it appears, the challenge is incredibly rewarding.

Adapting once more, the man begins to combine several attacks into one powerful strike. He executes this new strategy with impressive speed, forcing me to respond. The intensity of our confrontation escalates, yet I am determined to keep up with his every move.

Out of nowhere, he stops.

“That should be enough.” The look in his eyes is hard to discern. “What is your level?”

Huh, can he not see it? Is he seeing a question mark because he is at a higher level, or are natives here unable to see levels?

Oh, that would explain why it’s so rude to ask for levels. Knowing someone’s level means that you can measure their strength and might be seen as sizing them up for a fight.

“Isn’t that rude to ask?”

For the first time, he smiles. His smile shows his teeth, and he continues to shamelessly look at me.

“It is,” he says and nods.

“Twenty-four.”

“Hmmm,”—he scratches the back of his head—“get back. I will think about what to do with you later.”

He then continues to repeat the test with all of us, and they also tell him their levels.

Tess is 20, Sophie is 21, Isabella is 16, Hadwin is 18, Maya is 17, Kim is 18, and the twins are the lowest, 13. Well, the second lowest. Lily is at 8, mostly thanks to assisting with Cinderbear.

“Now, what to do with you.” He stops in front of the corgi. “You have decent mana in your body, but I’ve never seen such a weird breed of dog.”

He squats in front of the corgi and reaches his hand toward him. Biscuit only sniffs it.

The man then stands up and turns toward Emeric.

“I heard it right that you want to help?” The looks they exchange seem suspicious.

“Yes, sir! I already became friends with the one with the missing arm!”

“All right. I would appreciate it if you could come by from time to time to share your guidance and mentor them in proper etiquette, especially the girl.” He points at Lily. “She has healing powers.”

For the first time, I see the honest surprise on the face of the young noble.

“That’s amazing; the lord will be happy!” Immediately, his behavior changes, and he gives Lily a warm smile.

Are healers rare?

“Yes, her current level is low, but we can help her improve before informing the lord. I am confident he would value a more proficient healer, and as a result, the rewards he bestows might be even greater.”

“Ahhh.” The blond noble nods.

Lily’s eyes become more scared as we continue to listen to their dialogue.

In the end, even the oh-so-proud Emeric seems to be a bootlicker.
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A few hours later, they escort Lily away. She remains in shock after the events on the first floor and is visibly frightened as they guide her along.

We can do nothing but observe them leading her away, silently hoping she will be okay. Based on the previous conversation, I doubt they intend to harm her.

Prior to this, we had made arrangements to use the Community for communication. I hope that she will be safe and able to join the forum at the designated time.

Considering the swiftness with which they discovered and took her before Henry and Emeric could help her improve her skills, it seems that healers might be even more highly valued than I initially believed.
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A woman dressed in a black robe arrives an hour later. Her presence exudes an air of authority, which is immediately apparent to everyone in the room. Even Henry acts humbly in her presence. He bows to her respectfully and proceeds to tread cautiously in her vicinity.

The woman’s attire is immaculate. Her black robe is without any embroidery. Her posture is confident, and she moves with deliberate grace.

As she scans the room with a piercing gaze, the atmosphere becomes tense with anticipation. It is clear that her arrival is no coincidence and that she is here with a purpose.

She immediately goes to Sophie.

[Aura Manipulator - Level ??]

The first double question marks we saw since coming here.

She says nothing, but it appears like a conversation going on between them.

After that, she takes Sophie and her sister, and they leave.

Maya stays behind.
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After eating simple food and cleaning ourselves with cold water, the rest of us are led to our rooms. Tess and Maya get one for themselves, and I end up with Hadwin and Biscuit, while Kim is put in the room with the twins.

The room features two four-poster beds with carved wooden headboards, exposed stone walls adorned with wrought iron candle sconces, and a handwoven tapestry.

A modest wooden table sits near a window with thick drapes and a simple carved wardrobe for storage.

The room is simple but comfortable, especially after the first floor.

The best doggo immediately jumps on the bed and puts his head on my thigh.

(Food?)

You just ate, you little twerp.

Also, I really hope you didn’t mean to eat Hadwin.

Once again, recalling the beginning of the second floor, I glance toward Hadwin, who meets my gaze as well.

“I think we have some unresolved matters.”


CHAPTER 66

YOU WERE RIGHT



Memories of dragging my wounded body to the second floor and seeing everyone waiting there like vultures, flash through my mind.

On the first floor, I didn’t hurt any of them too much because I needed them, and in the end, it was the right decision. It was logical, and Sophie, Hadwin, and Maya did pull their weight during the last moments of the first floor.

I was furious at them for putting all this on me the moment the first floor ended.

But I didn’t let it get to my head. I thought it through logically and didn’t hurt them; I kept them around again, and I would do it once more, even if they tried to take my life afterward.

That’s what I like about myself. That’s how I want to be.

But now?

I push Biscuit away and stand up.

Sure, the second floor seems to be difficult, maybe even more so than the first floor. Everyone around is of a much higher level, and pissing off the wrong person could mean death. Plus, my freedom is so restricted.

But do I need Hadwin?

Perhaps? I’m familiar with him and his skills to an extent, but how useful can he truly be? His weaknesses mirror my own. There aren’t any people I need him to lead, and most importantly—he attempted to take my life. I need to show him that it’s not an action he can take lightly.

I take a step closer.

“Do you think I would just let it go?” I ask.

“I did not,” Hadwin answers, and I feel mana crawl on his skin, strengthening it.

My fist strikes his face and bounces back due to some weird field around his body. I feel his skill trying to disrupt my mana.

I let one part of my mind focus on analyzing this skill, and the other part takes care of the rest.

Mana flows through my body easier than ever with my new passive skill. With increased mana, more than ever before, I don’t focus on efficiency that much. Still, I feel that my circuit and flow of mana is not working properly because of my missing arm.

I dodge his swing, and my knee hits his belly, making him stagger back, unhurt.

His constitution is high, and his skill adds to it. Also, he is keeping up his other skill that tries to mess with my mana. But he can’t. My mana is too much for him, and my control is much better than his, even in this state.

I hit his face three more times and finally draw some blood; he is slow and poor at fighting humans.

He tries to grab my waist and pull me to the ground where he would have an advantage with his higher strength and endurance, not even mentioning my missing arm.

But what welcomes him is [Kinetic Redistribution] I use to slow him down and then, with absorbed energy, I boost my kick, and knee him in the chin. I at least crack it, even though his body is tough.

Finally, the other part of my [Focus] works on replicating his skill. It somewhat reminds me of how Henry attempted to infuse my body with his mana. I’ve seen Hadwin use it frequently back on the first floor. I’ve had ample opportunities to observe him manipulate mana and experiment. He even used the skill on me two times.

Notification sounds in my mind, and I ignore it and use my new skill instead. At the same time, I activate [Mana Surge], and my mana burns even brighter and stronger, so I put a lot of it into the skill called [Disruption].

Efficiency is terrible, the skill is only level 1… oh, a notification… level 2, but the absurd amount of mana makes it work, and I use it against Hadwin.

The shock in his eyes is satisfying to look at, and with my perception, I feel the barrier around his skin dissipate. I punch him again.

This time, there is more blood, and he falls to the ground, shaken.

“Fucking monster,” he lets out before I kick his head.

He painfully groans, and tries to grab my leg, but I step on his hand.

Crack.

I pause for a second and let him look up at me; there is still some fight in his eyes.

“Tess, you can’t be serious. That guy is fucking crazy,” I say. “That’s what you said while trying to kill me, right?”

I control my power and kick his head.

More blood and another groan.

“Congratulations, you were right?”

Then I continue to beat him, avoiding breaking anything other than his hand or leaving lasting wounds.

I beat him for trying to kill me. I couldn’t do it before. But now it’s different.

Do you think I am a joke? Did you think I am someone to mess with just because I let you go a few times?

“I get it, I get it now,” he groans. “I swear I won’t try it again.” He sounds honest.

But he still sees me as someone predictable. He thinks I will only beat him to punish him and leave him alone.

People do not fear what they can predict. So it’s better to be unreasonable, unpredictable, crazy.

So I continue to pound the hell out of him until he barely moves, only then do I let him go. His high constitution should heal him by the morning. I will deal with him properly when we get out of this situation.

I don’t voice any threats. I just leave him on the floor and get back on the bed.

Sure, I can kill him, but what would happen then? They seem to have a use for him, and I would get punished. Sure, neither of us seems as valuable as Lily or Sophie, who were instantly taken away, mostly likely because of their skills, but let’s not push it too far for now.

Allowing your emotions to control you is generally not a good idea.

Now, with my skill, I should be able to destroy the construct in my mind, right? Obviously, it’s a good idea, but I still feel that I can learn a lot from it.

For example, what if I learn to create a construct of my own? What if I use my [Mana Manipulation] instead of Sophie’s [Manipulation]? I don’t need to create it inside someone else’s mind; I just need to create it inside my own body. That should be easier, right?

What if I learn a healing skill and create a construct that will use part of my mana to keep that skill permanently active, turning it into a sort of passive skill? A construct that will take my mana and store it somewhere in my body, making it some sort of mana battery and increasing my mana pool. The construct that will protect me against mental attacks or that will permanently keep a field around me that will continue to disrupt mana other than mine.

It slightly reminds me of having the [Focus] split into more parts.

Limits? Two, three, ten constructs?

So, yeah, let’s study Sophie’s construct for a bit longer.

The older man on the floor regains consciousness, and I stand up.

His eyes move to look at me. He looks undefeated, but his will to fight is weaker.

Good.

I kick his belly two more times and then kick his head, making him unconscious once again.

Then I get back to practicing my skills. This time, I let mana hover around my missing arm and try to form it into the shape of an arm. It’s incredibly difficult…

Hey, look, if a corgi could learn it, so can I! Sure, I will never be as good at it as our overlords, animals, the masters of mana, but I will try!

Oh, you’re moving again?

Damn, what’s with the look in your eyes?

“It’s you who started it, Hadwin, so don’t give me that look.” An eye for an eye? A tooth for a tooth? If I did that, you’d be dead.

This time, I let him create a barrier around his body and then disrupt it with the same skill he has. Desperation enters his eyes as I once again beat him unconscious.

Then I get back to my practice. Part of my mind focuses on [Mana Manipulation] and the other on [Armament]. Creating something in the shape that resembles an arm isn’t that difficult; yes, fingers are super hard to create, but even harder is to make it move.

Obviously, I have no feeling in it, and it’s still translucent, ready to dissipate when I stress it too much.

Wouldn’t it be easier to learn a healing skill?

When Hadwin wakes up next time, I let him crawl toward his bed and leave him be this time.

“Hadwin, tomorrow, you will tell me about your skills and class, okay?”

He pauses, and then our eyes meet.

The older man just nods and falls asleep with his body halfway on the bed.


CHAPTER 67

SEPARATED



Tess Hansen

The man with a question mark instead of his level leaves us with a warning that we’ll be killed if we exit the room without permission. I end up behind the closed door with Maya.

She is perhaps five years older than me. Her figure bears the marks of a lot of exercise. I think I heard that she was a fitness trainer back on Earth.

Her eyes turn to me, not even attempting to look friendly. She has a skill called [Focus], and Nat told me it should help her better concentrate on fighting and magic while also helping her control her emotions. It sounds fairly useful, but she doesn’t seem to be that good at it.

“Great, I have to share a room with Nathaniel’s dog.”

Even without the skill, Nathaniel shows more control over his emotions than her.

“So why do you even listen to him? Is he your boyfriend?”

I don’t answer, and she continues.

“Or are you sucking up to him to survive?”

“Yes,” I agree.

She jumps onto her bed and stretches out her body while still looking at me. “Is that all you have to say?”

Should I talk to her? Should I warn her? A memory flashes through my head. A few days after we entered the first floor, I saw her talking to Lily and giving her advice, helping her a bit while smiling gently. I still remember that act of kindness.

“You should be more careful around Nathaniel. From now on, avoid him as much as you can.”

“Heh, like I don’t know that. That guy is freaking crazy.”

She doesn’t understand.

“Be thankful you’re still in one piece. He’s… he’s not the sort who lets things slide. If I hadn’t stepped in back there, you would have been in a terrible state. Hadwin and Sophie too.”

Her laugh fills the room.

“If Hadwin is still alive in the morning, watch carefully the condition he’s in.”

That makes her shut up, and she stares at me with a hard-to-read look.

I know I won’t be able to sleep tonight, not with her around, but I still lie down and try to get some rest.

Maya doesn’t say anything more, but I can see her thinking.
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Finally, a day and night cycle!

One sun, as the universe intended. Even day and night seem to be of similar length to Earth’s.

My roommate slowly wakes up, groaning. He is still in obvious pain, his hand is broken, and there are bruises all over his body. I expected him to be in better shape. Does he not have as high a constitution as I thought?

Before I can ask him, our doors are unlocked and open.

“Follow me,” the man with a question mark over his head says after taking a second to look at the state Hadwin is in.

But that’s all. He just acknowledges his condition, and we leave the room, following him into a small room with a few chairs and some food on the table.

“You have five minutes.”

After that, he leaves, and the others join us. A few of them seem to be really surprised by Hadwin’s state, especially Maya, who looks at the man for a long time and then glances at me before turning away.

Hmm, the “he fell down the stairs” excuse might not be working.

I move to the side, and Tess sits next to me, with Biscuit impatiently waiting near my leg.

We eat in silence while I continue to pass some food to the corgi as well.

What is there to say, anyway?

After eating, we are brought in front of Henry, and he continues to examine us. There’s no explanation about what’s happening, and no one asks. We just follow orders.

At first, he splits us up and interrogates us, writing everything down.

Level? Class? Amount and names of gifts and their levels?

There isn’t a single question about the tutorial or where we came from. Is it something they don’t care about, or is it something the system set up?

But he doesn’t ask about skill upgrades. He also doesn’t ask about the class passive skill, so I keep that to myself.

Other than that, I tell him everything.

When I try to lie once and leave out my [Kinetic Redistribution], he hits me, and I nearly pass out. When I finally feel better after what feels like a few minutes, he asks again, not even bothering to tell me what will happen if I lie again.

So I tell him about [Kinetic Redistribution] as well.

Do they not have passive skills for classes? Can’t they upgrade their skills? Why can they only sense levels while using mana?

Then he asks me about my stats. When I tell him, he looks at me and asks me to repeat it, and I do so. It seems like he thinks I’m lying, but in the end, he decides against it.

“What a dumbass.”

Huh? It’s because of my high mana, right? It has to be.

After we’re done, he sends me to the corner and continues to question the others, too far for me to hear.

I let mana run through my body, manipulating it while once in a while using [Mana Surge] to get used to it. The second part of my mind continues to examine Sophie’s construct.

I get a look from him, as he clearly feels me using mana, even though I can’t feel his at all.

[Mana Hunter - Level ?]

How high level is he? Is he only slightly over the range of my identification, so around 45? Or is he much higher? 100? 200?

What level are the double question marks that took away Sophie and Isabella?

Once again, I can only complain about the system that drip-feeds us information, and then info bombs us all at once after the end of the floor.

Henry then spars with us one after another. No one is able to land a single hit on him. Mana is not allowed, so we use only the strength of our bodies.

Hadwin does terribly, still wounded, so after a while, he just sends him away and then turns his eyes to me.

“You’re up.”

He is much harsher on me than on the older man. It looks like I did upset him by hurting Hadwin. It’s either that, or he is still somewhat angry that they took Lily and Sophie away from him.

I try to dodge his fist, but it’s too quick, and my head snaps back, making the world spin around me. I hold on and swing at him.

I am feeling so terribly slow without my mana. Slow and weak. And a slightly higher constitution makes me the best punching bag. Our martial arts don’t seem to be that different, and I’m confident I could defeat him if we had equal stats and my arm was restored.

“That’s enough.” He also sends me away and continues to test the others.

When I sit down on the ground, the best doggo comes to me and licks my hand. In exchange I pet him and watch the others.

Only Tess shows some knowledge of martial arts. I know that her dad is a high-end bodyguard, so it’s only natural that he taught her a bit.

With her hair tied into a ponytail, she defends herself against the man and continues to quickly get on her feet every time he knocks her down. In the end, not even she lands a proper hit on him before she is sent away.

The others are much worse. Maya’s physical stats are good, but she doesn’t seem to have any experience in human-versus-human combat, and the remaining three, Kim and the twins, aren’t even close.

For the final time, he turns toward us, his gaze lingering on each and every one of us before he abruptly exits without another word.

Right after that, we are split up. Tess and Maya are led away together, and so are the twins. Hadwin is taken away by one attendant and Kim by another.

Biscuit stays behind with one of the guys that work with Henry and before they disappear from my sight, I hear one last message in my head.

(Afraid.)

I end up alone in a simple room, waiting for someone to arrive.
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After an hour, Emeric enters the room with a big smile on his face.

Young, dashing, and neatly dressed. His smile seems genuine as he looks me up and down.

“You’re coming with me. I promised I’d help you adapt a bit before you’re sent to the frontlines.”

He says I am to be taken to his manor. Apparently, it’s massive and has dozens of servants. The young noble is quick to point out that he is the third son of an affluent family, and this is their summer house.

While we drive there—me on a horse behind one of his men and him inside a luxurious carriage—I check the community forum.

The forum is full of people checking on each other, making sure they are safe, as even they seem to be in fairly similar situations. But I am curious about only a few:

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Everything is fine here, they are already training us. They want to send us hunting after a while.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - I’m fine, they treat me super well… I miss you guys.

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - They treat us like crap, but at least we have food, water, and beds.

I also let others know that I’m fine and spend the rest of my limit watching the forum. This time, most people ignore my questions, and only the same groups talk amongst themselves.
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The manor is as massive and luxurious as the guy described. It’s huge, and the gardens are beautiful and well-maintained. Emeric smiles at me as I look around, displaying an ugly grin.

The first thing he does is order me to undress completely in front of about two dozen servants and guards.

They pour cold water over me while the blonde noble complains about my odor.

They cut off my hair and shave my head, claiming it was to prevent lice.

He laughs the entire time, even as I awkwardly put on the clothes they provide, struggling with my one arm.

His laughter only intensifies after looking into my eyes.


CHAPTER 68

YES



“It’s a shame that you’re being sent to the frontlines. Sure, they don’t instantly put you in the most dangerous spots, but in the end, you’re just monster fodder.”

Emeric taps my shoulder; it seems friendly, but it’s anything but.

“That old man Henry said you have quite a few gifts. Actually, a lot of them for someone of your level. Unfortunately for you, you’ve messed up; your mana is too high, and it will break your already crippled body fairly soon.”

He looks at me.

“I see that you don’t understand,” he says happily. “Your mana is messed up, and its flow is terrible because of your missing limb. You have way too much of it to control with your lackluster skills, and no one will bother enough to help you level up and fix your habits.”

He taps my back, and this time, it hurts.

“You have no idea how much regrowing your limb would cost. They are pretty selective about this kind of service. It’s also unfortunate that they took your friend away. She would have been able to heal you given a few months. But now she’s in their hands.”

He flashes me a bright smile.

“Tomorrow, I will have you spar with a few of my men. A bit with weapons and some basic mana exercises. Just in case someone comes to check up on you. The day after that, I will let you practice again. Just in case.”

He then stops. We are alone in the hallway. It’s not inside the manor but in a smaller house nearby, most likely housing for his servants.

“After that, I will make your life miserable. You will exercise until you pass out. They will beat you, you will be given rotten food that was about to be thrown away, and you will sleep in the pig pens.”

His face still looks honest, and his smile is nearly perfect.

“All of that because of the way you look around.” He quietens down, whispering now. “I hate your eyes. The calm look in them as you look around, trying to gather as much information as you can. You should be scared. You should be pissing your pants.”

He straightens up.

“Before the week’s end, I will challenge you to a duel. I will tell Henry that you insulted my father or something like that, and during that duel, I will kill you.”

This time, he pats my cheek a few times.

“Your room is at the end of the hallway.”

He walks away. His hate for me feels almost too much. Is he just that rotten, picking someone to torture every so often, or did he see something in me that he really can’t stand?

I watch his back the entire time until he leaves the hallway.

Then, I stop moving the mana inside my body and start walking through the hallway. As I thought, his mana sensitivity is terrible, and unlike Henry, he wasn’t able to feel my mana movement inside my body at all.

So, can I take on someone at least 20, but probably many, many more levels higher? In a week?

If I surprise him, then maybe? But the chance is low, and the risk is so high.

So, should I run away? I don’t think I will be able to.

Ask for help? Who?

Try to get into his good graces? Seems impossible.

I lie down on the bed. The clothes they gave me are simple, and the fabric it’s made of isn’t soft or too comfortable. But it’s clean and without any holes or blood on it.

The room is also fairly simple, but after sleeping outside and inside wet caves, it feels like such luxury.

I stop my second part of the mind from focusing on practicing [Armament] and make it try to reduce my mana signature as much as I can. I try to slow down the flow of mana inside my body. My new passive skill and trait help a lot with that, and I retain as much mana inside my body as possible while trying to reduce the amount of mana produced by the Mana Heart.

This night, I don’t sleep. I practice until the morning when they come knocking on the door of the small room I’m in.
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I receive a wooden sword, and then the training starts.

My opponent is a level 40 mana warrior, and the training consists of me getting more and more bruises while Emeric sits under a large parasol nearby, drinking something and snacking. His smile never leaves his lips.

Are you that bored? Go and do something useful.

Also, give me some of those sweets; they look amazing.

Thanks to my upgraded [Focus], I continue to watch the warrior’s moves with one part of my mind. Even simple swordsmanship is something new to me, as up until now, I’ve just continued to swing any weapon in any way that I saw fitting.

Meanwhile, my opponent moves differently. Sparring while holding a sword is different than just using martial arts. His balance is different, his stance changes at different times, and his feet move in specific ways.

So, I watch him while I’m getting beaten. Still, I swing at him sometimes and keep my body strengthened to reduce wounds.

There is only a sixteen-level difference, but his swordsmanship is much higher, and the same goes for his stats, and he isn’t even using his skill.

It’s hard to compare to someone with years and years of experience after only one month of using mana.

Emeric is probably even better.

The mana warrior stabs his wooden sword at me, and I avoid it only because of reading his moves and him holding back. I boost my body with mana to twist it slightly to the side to reduce the impact and then stagger backward.

For a moment, I stop paying attention to my opponent and focus on Emeric. I try to read his expression and body language.

Is he enjoying this? Totally.

I don’t have much time to think as my opponent attacks again. I keep my focus split between him and Emeric, trying to learn as much as I can from this experience.

[image: ]


My other trainer is useless. It’s probably on purpose, but he’s terrible at handling mana, so I barely focus on him and continue planning and practicing.

This time, Emeric doesn’t watch us.
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Noname (Hell, group 4) - everything is fine here.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - We were hunting today; there are monsters as well. Right now, mostly boars, kobolds, and also some trolls and goblins, but stronger than on the first floor.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - They force me to kill monsters they’ve imprisoned and put my stats in mana and constitution. They are still very nice and want me to learn to heal as much as I can.

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - They are teaching us some basic orders. I think there’s a war going on or something like this.

I try to get a few more pieces of information, but I get nothing useful.

Everyone is experiencing similar things, and if someone tries to say too much, it gets censored.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Emeric? Nah, we didn’t even meet anyone like that.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - We think that one question mark is up to 100-200 level and two question marks are over 200. But we’re not sure now. It seems like asking for a level is considered terribly rude here.

So Tess’s name in the community is Sset, Kim went with StrongestOne, and Lily is Grumpy, apparently after her cat. No comments.

I read the messages for a bit longer and after a while, I get disconnected and close my eyes.

I don’t sleep again and continue to practice.

[image: ]


The next day, it becomes even worse. This time, someone stronger spars with me. I learn a lot, but I also get beaten a lot.

I get a soft, nearly rotten fruit that reminds me of an apple, and I’m forced to eat it while Emeric watches.

I continue to observe him, and by now, I’m certain I can’t defeat him in a fair fight. His mana sense is terrible, but his stats are high, which he demonstrated while sparring with Henry. He is incredibly fast, and his swordsmanship is sharp and beautiful.

He tells me to get on my knees and beg, saying that he will spare my life if I do so.

I do it. I don’t believe him, but I kneel down and even touch the ground with my forehead.

Dignity? Isn’t survival more important? It won’t cost me anything to bow down to him. Sure, it annoys me a lot, but for me, it’s easy to do.

He laughs and even throws me some sweets he was eating.

I eat them as he orders me to. They aren’t as sweet as those from Earth, and there’s some dirt on them.

Then he says he changed his mind, and I will die at the end of the week.

I watch him leave while mana continues to flow. Once again, he wasn’t able to feel me using mana inside my body.

I remember him stating that we are similar, and I can’t help but chuckle a bit.

You’re unaware of what makes me, me.

The next day, he doesn’t join to watch my training, and the guards and servants seem to be confused.

I am still forced to exercise to the point that I almost pass out from exhaustion.

The day after that, the servants seem even more unsure. They start searching inside the manor and in the surrounding area, and there’s a flow of people coming in and out of the manor.

They don’t train me anymore, so I spend most of the time locked inside my tiny room, practicing.

They’re not giving me any food, but I enjoy the peace in my room.

On the third day after his disappearance, a tall woman comes to the manor, and I’m called out of my room. When I join her, I try to check her level, but I don’t see anything. There isn’t even text above her head.

She appears to be sixty, her hair is gray, and her face has wrinkles, yet she exudes an atmosphere of absolute confidence.

She’s wearing a black suit that seems more suited for a male, and it only highlights her tall and slim figure.

“I’ve bought you,” she says simply. “If you lie to me, you will die.” I believe every word she says.

“Did you kill Emeric Hawthorne?”

“Yes.”


CHAPTER 69

A LIFE BOUGHT AND SOLD



She keeps staring at me as we sit alone in the room with only her attendant nearby. Then she turns away, and to my surprise, I am still alive.

“Why did you do it?”

“He wanted to kill me,” I answer.

She pauses once more and doesn’t ask more about that, as if my answer explains everything.

“Do you regret it?” There is a hint of curiosity in her voice.

I open my mouth, about to lie, but then stop myself just in time, remembering her warning. I still believe that I have no other choice, so I answer honestly.

“No.”

She nods. “I see.”

Is she not going to ask me how I did it?

“Why didn’t you run away?”

“I thought I would get caught, and staying here would be much less suspicious. I also tried to cover it as much as possible.”

She leans back on the couch with one of her legs crossed over the other and still looking at me with curiosity. There is some mana at the top of her hands spinning wildly, but I do not dare to try to probe it to see what she does.

“What will you do if I try to kill you?”

Try? Don’t be funny. There is no way it would be trying. I will die the moment you decide to do so. Still, I answer honestly.

“I will try to kill you too.”

A small laugh escapes her mouth, and her attendant, a young redhead woman, seems to be shocked.

“What do you regret more, killing Emeric or getting caught?”

“Getting caught.”

“No regrets for taking his life?” the gray-haired woman asks.

“The moment he said he would kill me, there was none.”

Mana in her hand spins faster and faster, and I realize that it’s something like a fidget toy for her, maybe also an exercise. The mana continues to spin, then it stops, changes density, creates shapes, and disappears, only to be summoned back. All at a terrifying speed, showing her mastery over it.

“You can ask one question,” she offers.

Huh?

That makes me lose control of my mana for a second, but I quickly regain control and continue to move it in my body, ready to at least try to fight back. I am sure she knows about it. There is no way she doesn’t.

Yet she looks totally unbothered by it. Is she finding that funny?

“What do I need to do to stay alive?”

“Good question. If you asked anything else, I would kill you.” There isn’t any hesitation in her voice. “I paid 100 gold for you. How can you pay me back?”

Is she messing with me? Why did you tell me to ask a question when you aren’t even answering it? What can I even pay her back with? How much is it even worth? A lot? Not that much?

“I don’t know what I can do for you, but I am good at fighting and have some talent with mana,” I say slowly after a bit of consideration.

Her eyes are piercing me, and she finally stands up. Mana around her hand disappears.

She is slightly taller than me. Gray hair tied in a ponytail and neat black clothes remind me of a man’s suit without a jacket. Only her shirt is gray. It makes her seem even slimmer and taller. She moves the way a trained warrior would. Every move seems sharp and dangerous, yet confident and slow. It’s hard to explain.

“That’s another reason why you are alive.” She steps closer, and I realize that I’m immobilized, unable to move even a single finger. My eyes cease blinking. My lungs don’t draw breath, my heart refuses to beat, and even the flow of my blood and mana comes to a standstill.

I can only stare as she stops in front of me and gently pokes my forehead with her finger. Her mana enters my body with the force of a tsunami and totally destroys my defenses. Then I feel it squeezing my Mana Heart and doing something with it.

She leans in closer, her eyes unwavering. I can see the glimmer of curiosity in them, mingling with a hint of amusement. The mana around her forms intricate patterns, almost beautiful if it weren’t so terrifying. The blunt truth hits me, and I realize that just like that, my life is likely reduced to a mere source of amusement for this woman. This realization is chilling, but I have to focus on survival, so I swallow hard, forcing myself to maintain eye contact, showing her I’m not easily scared.

Immediately after that, it stops, and I can move again.

I drop to my knees, taking a breath in and shaking as I look at her. With great effort, I control my mana and force myself into [Focus], using both parts of my mind to calm myself down.

“There is something weird about you and other drifters.” She looks down at me and then turns to her attendant. “Take care of him for now.” When she is about to leave the room, she turns back to me. “It’s an interesting thing you have on your brain. Rudimentary, but interesting.”

Then she leaves, and her attendee finally moves.

The redhead woman helps me stand up. “Oh man, that was the first time in months I saw her laugh out loud. It really shocked me, you know.”

[Phase Warden - Level ??]

Unlike her master, she is smiling brightly now that the monster of a human being has left.

“Listen, how did you kill Emeric? I saw your papers, and you are what? Level 24? I think Emeric was close to 100 or something like that? Did you kill him in his sleep? What did you do with his body?”

Do I have to answer that? Can I lie now?

“You know, he was a distant family member of the master.” She flashes me another bright smile, not even waiting for me to answer.

Ah, I see. She’s one of those types, an extrovert—the sort who relishes in the sound of her own voice.

My worst enemy.

“By the way, drifters are really expensive, right? One hundred gold is a loooot of money.” Her tone is weird, as if she is telling some joke only she understands. Then she pulls me toward the door while chirping away.

I slowly regain my calm now that I am getting my mana back under control, and it doesn’t seem that I will die right away.

“Oh, but don’t worry, we didn’t tell anyone that you killed him. It’s not like they would believe that anyway, and it seems like you did a good job with covering it.”

We pass by a pigpen, and I look toward it for a second before looking back at the terrifying woman’s attendant. She still continues to talk.

Actually, isn’t she more scary than the woman from before?

I slowly feel my energy drain away as I am forced to listen in case she says something important.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Oh, finally, you talk. Sure, go ahead! But I won’t answer most of them anyway.”

Why would you… whatever.

“Why am I still alive?”

“I will answer this one because you look so pitiful.” She giggles. “It’s most likely because you are interesting, and the master found it amusing. She won’t show it, but she is super bored all the time, and it’s rare that something catches her interest.”

Huh? Is that a good enough reason to gloss over the murder of your family member?

“Ask more!”

Please, leave me alone.

“How much is 100 gold?”

“I almost forgot, you are a drifter, so obviously, you won’t know! A level 50 soldier makes 1 gold a year! One gold is 100 silver, and one silver is 100 copper. Bread costs 1-3 copper. A glass of ale costs 2 to 4 copper. Farmers make 15 silver a year? Something like that. So yeah, it’s a lot of money.”

Oh, dang it.

“Why would they want to throw me to the frontlines if I am worth that much?”

Her laugh is the loudest I’ve heard from her up until now.

“Of course you’re not! Drifters are rare but not worth that much. The master is too busy to deal with little things, so I bought you instead of her! Henry sold you for 2 gold to the frontlines, and Emeric paid him 5 gold to let him take you ‘under his wing.’”

Then where did the 100 gold amount come from?

A strong suspicion hits me. It can’t be, right?

“The master is super rich and bad with money.”

Oh no.

“I told her you would cost 100 gold!”

Yup, it’s just as I thought.

“I actually paid only 8 gold for you!” Her smile is victorious and proud as she looks at me. “Oh, and it’s expected for you to pay double. One hundred for the money she spent and 100 more for her to have a return on investment.”

For heaven’s sake.

Help.


CHAPTER 70

RUBY



The shameless redhead woman’s name is Ruby, or at least that’s what she claims. The way she tells me makes me think it might be fake. There is a weird look on her face as she tells me. She doesn’t tell me her master’s name, nor does she tell me what will happen to me.

My suspicion is that it’s because it’s more fun this way.

Look, I understand it. I do. I would find it funny too, if I were in her position. I would totally enjoy it.

But damn, it’s annoying when it’s happening to me.

“First floor, second floor, system,” I say as I walk by her side, but she doesn’t react at all. It’s as if I didn’t say anything or she didn’t hear me.

Well, it seems like the system is good at censoring. It’s not just based on censoring words, but also my intentions? It’s probably as I thought back then. The system can read my mind.

Ruby doesn’t even ask me where I came from, nor has anyone done that since we entered the second floor. Isn’t that something people would be at least a little bit curious about? It’s a whole different world.

Are they even human, or just something like NPCs?

If they are NPCs, they are done amazingly well. I’ve been here for a few days, and up until now, everyone has acted like a real human being.

Yet, I did gain experience for killing Emeric.

[You have defeated Windblade Duelist - Level 101]

[Level 24 > Level 27]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 10 > Mana Manipulation - Level 11]

“Hey, I’m asking you something.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I refocus on Ruby.

“So, what happened to your hair? Your face is quite handsome, and you have pretty eyes; you just need to do something about your expression. But your choice of haircuts is terrible.”

“It’s Emeric’s doing.”

Hmm, maybe I should try playing on her sympathies? Slowly become the underdog in her eyes?

“Oh, is that another reason why you killed him?” she asks and smiles.

“Not really…” I try to continue and explain, but she changes the subject.

“What happened to your arm?” She moves closer and pokes the empty sleeve of my shirt. Her eyes are big and yellowish, I notice a pattern in her irises.

What is it?

“Answer my question.” She moves even closer, and I can smell her perfume as she stares into my eyes.

She doesn’t look more than twenty years old, and I just now notice that she is quite pretty.

I force a smile on my face, just a small one—enough to me look slightly friendlier.

“No,” I say curtly in a bickering tone.

Let’s try to become friendly with her.

Her eyes fill with surprise, and her smile changes from playful to dangerous.

Oh no.

Immediately, I rush mana through my body and activate [Kinetic Redistribution] with both parts of my [Focus].

Then I feel pain in my chest, immediately followed by a sting in my jaw, and fall to my knees with my head spinning and barely maintaining consciousness.

Ruby looks down at me, still smiling.

Her hand turns into a blurry line, and I feel a hit on the side of my head. The world goes black.
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Yes, it’s my fault. I miscalculated. I did something so foolish that even I am amazed by my own stupidity.

She seemed so playful, so easygoing. I thought I could start bickering with her as well to become friendlier. To put her at ease and gain more information. Maybe even become friendly enough for her to take pity on me or hesitate when putting me in danger.

How was it? The risk was calculated, but damn, I’m bad at math.

Also, what the hell is with me getting knocked unconscious by all these jerks? I start to have a suspicion that it might be all my fault.

There’s a massive blue bruise covering what seems like half of my chest, and I still have trouble chewing.

At least she was kind enough not to kill me, I guess.

The room I’m in is slightly bigger than the one I had in Emeric’s mansion and is quite similar overall. Not bad, but nothing to talk about.

I was already informed that Lady Ruby would be calling for me in about an hour, so I spend it changing into my new clothes and practicing.

The material of the clothes is better than the ones I had before, and they even feel more comfortable.

It’s a light brown shirt with long sleeves. One of the sleeves, obviously, just hangs along my body. The pants are black and nicely fitting. The shoes are simple—terribly uncomfortable compared to the ones from Earth and somehow even compared to walking around barefoot.

But what can I do?

I continue to move the mana inside my body. One part of my mind focuses on moving mana through my Mana Circuit and testing out Mana Flow. Another part continues to watch my heart.

I still have no idea what that person did to my heart, and it’s frustrating.

However long I watch, I don’t see anything suspicious, nor can I feel anything left behind.

The only foreign thing in my body is Sophie’s construct, the one I can now destroy any time I want. Either by starving it out by letting one part of my focus cut it off and continue doing so for days or by using [Disruption].

For now, I continue to observe, trying to learn how to create something similar. I keep sending mana at it and watch it suck it off and power itself.

Oh boy, I hope I’m not strengthening it too much and digging a hole for myself.

Is this what you would call playing with fire?

Okay, let’s be more careful.

I let one part of my [Focus] create a bubble around it and not let any of my mana pass through to it. That should slowly starve it out, but when I see it’s about to “die,” I can feed it a bit of mana so I can observe it longer.

In the worst case, I will go all in with [Disruption] boosted by [Mana Surge]. That should do it!

It’s annoying to lose one part of my [Focus] for this, as I just acquired it, but I’d rather be careful.

And so what? I survived with one [Focus] up until now. I can do it a bit longer!

If someone doesn’t kill me because of the look in my eyes, because I lied to them, or because I tried to make a joke.

Yup.

Easy.
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The young redhead is sitting in a comfortable-looking armchair, watching me as I enter with her yellowish eyes.

The patterns she has in them make me curious, but I don’t dare to examine them too deeply.

“On your knees,” she says, and I do as she says.

Unlike when Emeric ordered me to do so, she doesn’t come off as ill-intentioned. Her demeanor feels more playful yet serious. The best comparison I can draw is to a mother hitting her child’s bottom when the child does something dangerous or foolish.

A smile slowly appears on her face.

“Now, I will tell you one thing.” She pauses and pokes me with her heel a few times before pulling her leg back. “Do not pretend anything while talking to me. You are free to act as grumpy as you want; you also don’t have to wait to talk until I tell you to do so. You can roll your eyes, sigh, complain, and ask as much as you want.”

She stands up and squats in front of me, our eyes on a similar level.

“But do not dare to try to fake anything with me.” She pokes my cheek with her finger. “Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she says playfully and stands up, sitting back in her armchair. “Now, do you want to say anything?”

“What’s with your eyes?”

“Ehm?”

“The color is unusual, and there’s a weird pattern in them. They don’t seem too natural.”

“You talk quite a lot when you want to.”

“I don’t like small talk, and I dislike talking to more than one person at once or having multiple people around me. It’s more comfortable this way.”

“Ah, so you’re like that.” She examines me again. “Master is similar in this way.” She crosses her legs and looks at me as I’m still kneeling. “And back to my eyes, it’s a secret.” She winks.

That’s a bummer.

Before I get a chance to ask anything else, she asks first.

“Your name is Nathaniel, right? Level 24 or a bit higher now, seven or eight gifts, and with a lot of points in mana. I think it’s kind of dumb, but you do you. Can I call you Nat?”

“I would prefer if you didn’t.”

“Okay, so Nat it is.”

I am not even surprised at this point.

“Why are you treating me like this and telling me to stay true to myself? You’re stronger than me. I’m way below you.”

“Hmm? It’s more fun that way. And I hate fake people. Someone acting like an asshole is better than an asshole pretending to be nice.”

Oh, I can understand that, but did I just get indirectly dissed?

“Can I get 92 gold from you, the ones you stole from your master?”

“No.”

“Can I tell your master that you’re scamming her?”

“Yes.” Her smile is bright and cheeky, and I feel shivers down my back.

Okay, totally let’s not do that.

“What is your level?” I ask.

“Hey! That’s quite rude!”

“I was told I’m an asshole.”

She nods seriously, but her eyes are playful. “Not telling.” She pauses. “Now it’s my turn. Why did you put so many points in mana?”

“Mana fascinates me.”

She nods again as though she understands.

“What did you do to make Emeric hate you?”

“He said he doesn’t like the look in my eyes.”

That makes her laugh out loud, and she covers her mouth with her hand while doing so. She seems like a child to me—a child with immense power. Playful, enjoying the little things. Still, I’m not sure if it’s only a mask she put on.

“I can totally understand that. Your eyes are pretty, but you are… how to say it? There’s something about your look that amuses and pisses me off at the same time.” She gestures wildly as if trying to explain. “For someone weaker than you, you must seem scary and unapproachable. For your equal, you might look reliable and a bit emotionless, and for people that are stronger than you, it must look like you’re looking down at them. Watching their steps and waiting for the right opportunity to walk over them. As if they are just a footstep in your way and your goals are much bigger, even though they are currently so much stronger than you.”

She pokes my chest.

“It’s pretty funny and annoying at the same time, which makes it a blast to watch. People like you either get so strong, nobody wants to mess with them, or they screw up so epically, so massively, that the gods will poop lightning and fart thunder while laughing their heads off.”


CHAPTER 71

PRIDE



My conversation with Ruby continues for half an hour longer and I notice that she seems to be a bit more relaxed now, so I try it again and say, “Please give me the 92 gold you stole.”

“No.” Ruby refuses immediately.

So goddamn shameless.

“Nat, please don’t look at me like that. It doesn’t suit your pretty face.”

Damn it, don’t call me Nat.

But wait a moment. The main objective of the quest is to witness the end of the world. Do I really need to pay back all this money?

“How long do I have to pay it back?” I try.

“A year?”

Huh? I know that I might not have to pay it all back, but what the heck!

“You said a level 50 soldier makes 1 gold a year.”

“Yes.”

“I’m level 27.”

“Yes.”

How does this make sense?

“Your angry face is funny.”

Okay, let’s calm down.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Repeat.

“So after twelve months, I need to have 200 gold and pay it back, right?”

The second floor might end much earlier than that, so it would be perfect.

“Nope, monthly payments.”

“Are you messing with me?”

“A bit. It’s funny. Master can probably forgive you a bit if you miss a payment or two—if she likes you—but if you push it too much, she will feel as if you are disrespecting her, and who knows what will happen then.”

Great.

“What are good-paying jobs?”

“Soldier is pretty well paid.”

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

“You just said again that they make 1 gold a year if they are level 50.”

“Yes.”

She is quite special, this woman in front of me.

“Anything else?”

“You can sell your body.”

Huh?

“For experiments? Or selling body parts?”

“Nope, as a prostitute."

"…"

The what?

"Your face isn’t that bad, and even though you are missing an arm, there are some people that are into this kind of stuff. You are a drifter too, so that makes you exotic as well, and your body is quite nice.” She looks me up and down. “Oh, and your eyes are quite unusual. One gray and one brown, that’s rare. Plus, some people might enjoy controlling someone as strong-willed as you.”

A smile blooms on her face. “I can be your first. Ten copper.”

So, I am not worth more than four loaves of bread.

“Anything else?” I ask.

“I can go up to 50 copper if you agree to one or two role-plays I like.”

Please stop looking at me like that. I am getting scared.

“We can do it if I become too desperate.”

“Wow, some people would pay quite a few gold coins to even have dinner with me.”

I can imagine that she seems to be a fairly strong and influential person, so it might be worth it for a chance to get closer to her master.

“I think there is something super rude going through your head.”

Hm?

Anyway, let’s try to explain to her my stance.

“You are pretty, and your offer sounds good too.”

“But?”

“Instead of messing with you, I should focus on growing stronger, so I can not only pay off my debt but also be prepared for the future.”

“So you don’t even have a bit of time?” she teases.

“Even as we talk, I am training, and if we didn’t talk, I would be training even more.” That would free my second [Focus].

She crosses her fingers under her chin and uses them to support it while she looks at me.

“But you said you wouldn’t mind doing it if you were desperate. Does it mean you are not attracted to me? I am curious.”

“I think you are pretty, but I try to think more logically. Sure, if you really want to, we can do it right away, even for free, if it means getting on your good side. It might also help me to relax a bit, but I think you’re mostly teasing me and not meaning it seriously, so I would only make a fool of myself if I agreed at the start. Plus, it would give you more reasons to make fun of me.”

Our eyes meet, and she nods.

Another bright smile.

“You guessed right. But it’s interesting to see your thought process. So you wouldn’t mind selling your body in some cases, you don’t mind kneeling, and I’m sure you would beg and lick my shoes if I asked you to do so.”

I nod.

“Do you not value your pride?”

I’ve been asked this question multiple times in my life.

“Isn’t the pride you are talking about something only the strong can have?”

There is some curiosity on her face, so I continue.

“I obviously dislike it, but isn’t that a low price to pay? Kneeling or dying, it’s obvious which one is better. Licking your shoes? Some people would even pay you to do that, as they enjoy this kind of stuff. For me, the pride you’re talking about is something useless, and others can have it.”

I look up into her eyes, making sure she pays attention.

“My pride is different. If I have to eat rotten food, I will do it. If I have to kneel, I will do it. If I have to bite, scratch during a fight, or spit and kick my opponent’s crotch, I will do it. If I have to stand naked in front of dozens of people and watch as they stare at me while they shave my hair, I don’t mind it.”

Ruby is listening carefully without smiling.

“I will do it all If it means it will help me to survive. And then, after everything is over, and I am still alive, I will come back.”

She listens without a single word.

“I will pay back for everything. Not in the same amount. I will be unreasonable, I will be petty. I will be cruel.”

I always did it that way.

“That’s the way I live, and that’s my pride.”
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So, in the end, I decided to become a freelance hunter, adventurer, or however Ruby called it.

They are individuals who go into the wild and hunt monsters or animals. Obviously, the owner of the land and the intermediary take a cut, and the amount of money a person can get starts at a few copper and can become much higher.

The reason I picked this path is that I can level up while making some money at the same time, so that’s quite good.

There are three ways hunters make money.

First is hunting monsters and bringing back their bodies for people to make use of them. Skins, meat, bones, teeth, nearly anything can be used.

Second, killing monsters that have multiplied way too much or pose a risk to roads; they can even get hired as guards for caravans if they want to.

Third is hunting monsters alive. This one is probably the best-paying one, as they will buy a live monster from you and sell it off to someone rich. The main reason is that rich people can kill them inside the safety of their houses and gain some experience to level up. I heard it’s pretty popular among super-rich people, even though the amount of experience they gain isn’t much.

So yeah, there are a lot of options.

Before I left with an average-looking sword, a few pairs of clothes, some food and paperwork, and owing a bit more silver, Ruby warned me not to run away and to come back every week to report to her and her master. It looks like her master left some sort of marker on me, and I still can’t find it.

It also surprises me how easily they let me go.

I could die out there, you know. Aren’t you worried? Is it because of her master? Is it because of Ruby? Is it the system’s work?

Well, it works for me. It’s just annoying not to know.

So here I am, walking through Stonehaven alone. It feels weird now that there isn’t anyone leading me somewhere or giving me orders.

I stop by the side of the road, making sure I’m not in anyone’s way.

The last thing I want right now is to bump into a hotheaded individual.

I open the Community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Anyone?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Sup, Noname. Grumpy was super worried about you, dude.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Hello, you are late. The other two already spent their allotted time.

Yes, that’s true. But it’s not like I could use the Community in front of Ruby.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I couldn’t help it.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Is everything fine?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Yes, you said you were a hunter, are you near Stonehaven?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - They took us to another city and still keep us on a leash, but we are leveling up.

That’s good to hear. Still, it looks like I will be on my own. I don’t mind it that much; it just means I will have to be more careful.

I terribly lack any useful information, and I am sure they’re not for free. Plus, a single high-level monster probably means the end.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Oh, Noname and Sset! I wanted to tell you something. When both of you were away, a new guy joined the community. I’m only telling you because he is batshit crazy, and I haven’t seen him before.

At first, I almost ignore him, not curious about this kind of stuff, but then he says something that catches my interest.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - He was from your group, so you probably know him. He named himself “FoodFood” and kept spamming in the chat, the one word only, and all the time. Either “Food!” or “Food?” or just “Food.”

I sigh.

Why am I not even surprised?

Goddamn it, Biscuit. I’m glad you seem okay, you little twerp.


CHAPTER 72

WEREDEER



My job? Killing monster boars.

Pay? One to 2 silver per piece.

Bonus? Level-ups.

A problem? They are heavy.

Solution? Hire a group with a skill similar to Kim’s [Gravity Well] to carry them.

Price for that group? Thirty percent of every boar delivered.

Goddamn it.

But there is one thing I like about them. They have some glowing stone that they use their skill on and then put it on the corpses. At that point, the stone works like a medium, slowly releasing some mana to keep the skill active even without their presence.

Sure! It lasts only for a while, but it’s cool as hell!

It amazes me, and I want one. But I am instantly rejected—something about a trade secret.

Goddamn it.

To be honest, I might fall in love with this world for real. It’s full of magic, and its uses fascinate me so much. After spending a few days here, I feel as if we used sticks and stones on the first floor.

You know, like monkeys trying to figure out how to ride a bike, while here they are flying around in jets.

I love it.
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I move to the side using absorbed kinetic energy, and a small bead made out of my mana forms near my shoulder then floats to the monster.

Unlike during my fight with the Cinderbear, there is damage as it hits the boar’s eye, blinding it.

I form a few more and send them at the boar, distracting it while I move to its back.

I cover the blade of my sword in an oscillating mana and finish up the monster.

[You have defeated a boar - Level 19]

[Level 29 > Level 30]

Then I check my stats after putting everything into mana, obviously.

Level: 30

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 14

Constitution: 39

Mana: 79

Good!

The not rounded-up number on mana slightly annoys me, but hey, it’s only a matter of time.

Huhuh. Finally, my mana is twice as high as my constitution.

I do not have a problem!

Anyway, after a few days of hunting, I was able to gain three levels and a grand total of 36 silver. That’s surprisingly a lot and makes me wonder what on earth the soldiers are doing to be paid only 1 gold a year.

Oh, and I also removed Sophie’s construct from my head. Once I put my mind into it, it wasn’t even that difficult. I just needed to locate it properly and a few rounds of sending disruptive mana toward it were enough. To make sure, I also increased the density of my mana where the construct used to be, to "flush" every possible remaining parts of it. It went without any problem and pretty easily, clearly showing how lacking her skills used to be back then, or that she really did it unknowingly.

I already remembered its patterns, and I am sure the rest is only about some experimenting and practice until I create a construct of my own.

So yeah, I removed it. You know, just to be safe. It totally wasn’t because of my too-high mana.

It totally wasn’t that I had to let one of my focuses run permanently and keep my mana under control and then couldn’t fight because the other part of my mind focused on keeping her construct isolated.

Pfff. That would be stupid.

So yeah, anyway.

The construct is gone, and I can finally think of doing all sorts of things that do not align with Sophie staying alive.

Indeed, I haven’t forgotten, and the next time we cross paths, she’d better make me an offer I can’t refuse, or she’ll be out of luck.

“Boss, we’re done here!”

[Mass Manipulator - Level 23]

The man’s group members are even lower level than I am. They move the corpse away.

Judging from previous experience, I should get a silver and a half for one of this size. Before their cut, obviously.

“Aelric, I will need some better-paying jobs.”

“I thought the same! This seems too easy for you.” He starts smiling with that creepy smile that scammers have.

“How about weredeers? Their antlers are really expensive right now, and people always pay a good price for them.”

The were-what?!

“Oh, sorry! Do you know deer?” After I nod, he continues, “Weredeers are something like bipedal deer. Obviously much more dangerous. They like to use body-strengthening magic, and some ranged attacks made out of mana. Quite similar to yours.”

Oh? That sounds interesting; maybe I can learn a thing or two. From a monster, again.

People on this floor have been learning magic since they were young; they even have schools for this, mentors, and all this stuff.

Meanwhile, I am here smashing two stones against each other, hoping something will happen.

“As before, get me as much information about the monster as possible. Levels, variants, skills, weaknesses, plus a map of the area. I will pay, as before.”

“Yes!” he says with a smile, and I am sure that I am paying him a premium.

But right now, I am almost sure that I don’t even have to save up money to give them all back.

In the past few days, I did talk to Aelric a lot; I even bought a lot of information from him, and it looks like there is a war going on.

You might ask, how can that cause the end of the world, which is the objective of this quest?

Well, it’s obviously because of goddamn humans.

Especially some individuals possessing overwhelming power.

Champions, Paragons, Absolutes. They call them many names, and every kingdom possesses a few of them.

People rumored to be powerful enough to wipe entire nations off the face of the Earth. Living monsters able to delete entire cities if they wish to do so; some of them may even be able to take it a step further.

That’s what I think is the objective: to watch the war play out, to watch these insanely powerful humans destroy everything.

The reason? Hell if I know.

Maybe it’s to show us something? Teach us a thing or two? A warning as to what can happen?

I also came to think that everyone here is fake, the reason being that I gained experience from killing Emeric, while I didn’t get any when I threw Ethan at the Cinderbear back on the first floor.

They may be extremely human-like; there also may be copies of someone that existed, but I am almost 100 percent sure that they were just created for us to experience.

The flow of my thoughts stops as I feel another presence with my [Mana Perception].

“One more boar.”

Aelric just nods and quickly disappears to the back, rejoining his group while I start walking toward the monster.

[Iron Boar - Level 28]

The boar is covered in red fur. It’s not much bigger than the one I just killed, but it feels so much stronger.

I gesture for them to move even further.

I slightly release the hold my [Focus] has on my mana, and it flows wildly through my body.

One part of my mind continues to manipulate and control my mana, and the other focuses on fighting. It still feels weird as my mind splits into two parts, but I am slowly getting used to it.

[Mana Surge].

[Armament].

I feel the strain on my mind as I use two skills at once, and a spear forms in my hand.

It’s still translucent, but thanks to my training, it’s much stronger than the spike I used on the Cinderbear.

The boar finally notices me, and its eyes seem to glow as it turns to me. The ground under the monster cracks, and it charges at me faster than it has any right to.

I exhale and bury my feet into the ground.

For a moment, I release my second focus and use it to strengthen my body with [Mana Surge], then reach back with the spear in my hand. I twist my body, spin, and throw the spear at the boar.

Immediately after releasing the spear, it starts losing some of its firmness, but that’s okay. I used a lot of mana.

The spear sails through the air, turning into a blurred line of white-blue light.

It burrows itself deep into the monster’s shoulder, and its charge waivers a bit before continuing.

At that point, I reach out toward the boar with [Kinetic Redistribution] and absorb its energy, forcing it to slow down.

I groan; the monster is heavy, and the force behind its attack is no joke.

When it’s almost within arm’s reach of me, I use Hadwin’s skill and disrupt the protective barrier around its body. Feeling the mana waver, I redirect the absorbed energy into a thin cone and aim it inside its eye, making a mess out of the inside of its head.

It lets out a long squeal and staggers even more, and I jump to the side as its body slides past me before stopping.

[You have defeated the Iron Boar - Level 28]

I poke the corpse with my foot and gesture at the hiding Aelric.

“Nice job, boss! And you didn’t even damage it that much!”

I just nod and move to the side.

Knowing a monster’s weaknesses sure helps a lot, and having skills that counter them is useful, but I am still not satisfied.

Yes, throwing a spear made out of my mana is nice, and mana orbs too. I can make them stronger in the future, but somehow they feel… lacking, even as I use my surge to strengthen them.

I need some stronger ranged attacks that will take advantage of my ever-increasing mana pool.

And I also need to create my very first construct.

I need to practice [Disruption] as well. In a world where magic is so prevalent, it seems like a really strong skill, and it might help me learn to counter similar attacks that could end up being my biggest weakness, as I rely on mana so much.

Oh, also, another [Focus] would be nice!

There is so much to do.

It’s fun.

Even though I complain, I’m happy.

I put in an effort, and I get rewarded. I gain more silver, and I can take a warm bath at night and sleep in freshly washed blankets. I eat tasty food and drink clean water.

Then there is so much magic to study and watch and so much to learn.

I leave people alone, and they leave me alone as well, not caring if I die or what I do with my life.

I hope it will last.
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Weredeers?

Yeah, screw them.

Goddamned system. Fucking Aelric.

A terrifying call sounds into the surroundings as more and more weredeers gather at the edge of my perception.

[Weredeer - Level 26]

[Weredeer - Level 31]

[Weredeer - Level 26]

There are three of them circling around me, moving on their hind legs most of the time and sometimes getting on all fours to move faster.

Their antlers are sharp and glowing, covered in ominous red mana. Their calls hurt my ears, and their skin seems to be glowing, covered in similar tattoos that the Battle Trolls had back on the first floor.

But the main problem is this guy.

[Battle Weredeer - Level 33]

The biggest one out of them. Antlers sharp enough to cut me apart and a mouth full of sharp teeth. The monster moves on its two legs, and its tattoos are glowing in beautiful white light.

Its eyes look at me like a hunter looks at its prey.

Then, the mana flows out of its antlers, creating a shape similar to that of an arrow. The mana begins to glow in a color similar to its tattoos and flies toward me at a speed that is difficult to follow with the naked eye.


CHAPTER 73

NEW SIDE QUEST



Ijog to the side, strengthening my body as I do so.

The world becomes quieter and monochrome, with only mana retaining its color in the world of [Focus].

My [Mana Perception] works overtime as I continue tracking the four weredeers’ mana signatures around me.

Thankfully, only the Battle Weredeer seems to be able to create mana projectiles, so I keep running away from them or dodging them after determining their trajectory.

One weredeer moves closer to me, dropping to all fours. It emits a horrifying noise as it charges at me, red mana glowing around its antlers.

I take a step toward it, and my [Disruption] flares up, causing the glow around its antlers and tattoos to flicker. The monster slows down, and I jab at it with my sword.

Darn it.

I immediately absorb some energy and push myself away, rolling on the ground before springing back onto my feet. The spot where I had been standing is bombarded with mana arrows.

With no more time to think, I attack again, avoiding the charge of another weredeer.

As I pass by it, I make a deep wound in its side with my sword, coated in oscillating mana.

My body is already heating up, and mana surges through me, held at bay by the second part of my [Focus].

I skirt it again and absorb more energy, using half of it to pierce the leg of one of the weredeer and the other half to push myself away.

The monster’s tattoos begin to glow more intensely, and I can feel all this mana in the air as even my own mana rages through my body.

Mana Circuit and [Mana Flow] both allow it to move quickly, improving my control over it while thanks to [Focus], I mold it and send it where it needs to go.

I’ve already forgotten Aelric’s betrayal. I don’t think about the tutorial, the other people, or my problems.

I just fight.

My mana surges, and the oscillating mana on my blade extends, cutting off the weredeer’s leg. As it falls, I absorb its inertia and remold it into a thin cone that I shoot at its head after using [Disruption] to weaken it.

Half of the head explodes, and the remaining eye slowly loses some of its glow, along with the mana around its antlers.

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 26]

I jump back. [Armament] creates armor on my forearm, and I redirect two mana arrows from the Battle Weredeer.

Then I turn and ram my sword at the monster behind me. It ducks, and another one charges at me, but I elude it as well.

I create a dozen mana orbs and shoot them at the Battle Weredeer while charging one of my opponents. With my perception, I feel the monster escape my attack and giving me enough time to disrupt the mana in the tattoos of another weredeer. This slows it down just enough for me to reach it and jam my sword through its chest.

The sword breaks, and I let go. A sword made with [Armament] appears in my hand, and I push it into the monster, extending it as far as I can, making it go right through its body.

Then I have to weave out of the way and jump behind the monster I just wounded.

The spot where I had been standing is hit by another shower of mana arrows, striking the body of the monster I stabbed.

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 31]

I slowly breathe out and release some tension in my body.

Then, I [Focus] more and take a deep breath in, followed by a slow breath out.

Ten mana orbs appear around my body, and I feed them more mana. I make them bigger, firmer and then elongate them, attempting to replicate what the Battle Weredeer did.

The monster roars, and I shoot my attack at it. Half of the projectiles dissipate after a while, and the other half miss the monster, causing only minor damage to the ground.

I reduce the number of projectiles to two and continue shooting at them while dodging attacks from both the remaining weredeer.

My head hurts, and my ears are ringing. I’m breathing heavily, and sweat covers my body and forehead. I even feel it on my hairless scalp.

Caught in the heat of the moment, I release the second part of my [Focus] that holds my mana at bay and use it to temper my mana projectile.

The other part of my mind activates [Mana Surge] and then tries to control the massive output of mana.

Both mana projectiles shoot off at an incredible speed and blow the head off one of the weredeer charging at me.

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 26]

I stagger backward and roll to skirt another volley of arrows while both parts of my [Focus] work to regain control over my mana.

My circuit feels like it's burning, and my head is overheating.

I slow down and tilt my head to miss another glowing arrow from the monster. My perception warns me that the weredeer is creating another one, and I move out of the way even before it shoots it off, already getting better at watching the monster’s skills come to life and predicting where it will shoot.

I lower my body and run straight at the bipedal deer, still focusing on calming my mana and only using [Mana Perception] to watch the monster.

The glow around its antlers disappears, as do its projectiles. Its tattoos glow even brighter. The monster roars louder than before, and its eyes track me as I run.

For the first time, it puts all four of its limbs on the ground, and massive mana flows into its legs.

The ground around the monster cracks and then explodes into the air, leaving a small crater where it used to stand.

I absorb all of my kinetic energy, making me stop on the spot, then jump to the side, using the absorbed energy to push myself.

The monster speeds past me and crashes through a few trees, bulldozing the forest. I can immediately feel it collecting mana into its legs once more.

A single mana projectile floats near me, and I make it denser and denser.

For a moment, I use the surge to boost my body and hop to the side, avoiding a second attack. My ankles feel as if they’re about to break, but I ignore the pain and focus more on the projectile hovering near my body. Its color becomes a darker hue of blue.

The monster collects its mana again, and before it attacks, I release my [Focus], trying to control my mana, putting as much as I can into this projectile.

It shoots off at the monster just as it’s about to charge at me, and suddenly, the forest falls silent.

The weredeer freezes. The projectile went through its body and exited, still causing some damage to the forest behind it. The tattoos lose some of their glow, but then, with another grunt, they shine even brighter.

The monster is barely controlling its mana as it charges. This time, it misses me and crashes through the forest even more violently than before.

A pained roar sounds, and I feel the monster trying to collect its mana, but failing as blood keeps flowing from its pierced body.

Slowly, life escapes its body.

[You have defeated the Battle Weredeer - Level 33]

[Level 30 > Level 31]

I exhale softly and calm myself down, feeling as though I am emerging from a trance now that the fight is over.

Mana? Mana!

I quickly invest all of my stat points and go through the notifications while slowly calming down.

One part of my mind continues to calm my mana, and the other keeps scanning the area around me.

Oh, a new [Side quest].

Side quest: Get 5 skills over level 10

Rewards: Skill upgrade token

Huh, that sounds good, doesn’t it?

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 11

Mana Manipulation - Level 12

Mana Perception - Level 11

Oscillation - Level 7

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 9

Armament - Level 4

Mana Surge - Level 2

Disruption - Level 3

Does the already upgraded [Focus] count toward it? I wish it would, but I’m more inclined to think that it doesn’t.

It just doesn’t sound like the system that I know and simultaneously love and hate.

So, with [Kinetic Redistribution], I am over halfway there.

Another two skills I should focus on leveling up should be [Oscillation] and then… hmm, which one? The remaining ones are at similar levels, and I can use them all, but it would be more productive to bring one of them to level 10 instead of just using all of them.

[Armament] just showed me how useful it can be as I finally gained a decent ranged attack.

It took a long time, but I’m finally starting to feel like a mage and not a cheap knockoff version from the marketplace. A step closer to finally taking advantage of my mana without damaging my body every time!

But the problem is that other skills are amazing in their own way.

[Disruption], boosted by the surge, feels like straight-up bullying when I use it against someone with worse mana control or lower mana reserves.

[Mana Surge], on the other hand, gives me an incredible boost to almost everything, taking advantage of my passive skill and trait.

Dang it, too many good choices! A typical first-world problem.

I don’t even want to think about all the headaches I will have while deciding which skill to upgrade. Last time I got eight options for two skills. Will I get twenty of them this time?

One part of me is already scared, but a small, excited part of me screeches in anticipation somewhere in the corner of my mind.

Okay, I’ll deal with that later! It sounds like a problem for future Nathaniel! Screw that guy!

But first, there’s one person I need to take care of.

The person who gave me the wrong information and sent me here to die.

Aelric.


CHAPTER 74

BISCUIT, NO!



Ienter the bar in the inn Aelric frequents. It is situated in a small village near the wilderness where hunters gather to hunt monsters.

Surprisingly, he is there, together with his group. They are drinking happily without a care in the world.

It pisses me off.

I walk toward the inn owner, who works from behind the counter.

Five silver coins leave my hand—half a year’s wage for a farmer.

“I need to have a ‘talk’ with Aelric and his buddies.”

[Aura Strengthener - Level 51]

Finally, I’m able to see his level.

He looks at me, then at the coins, and then at Aelric. He sighs.

“Triple it and no deaths. I don’t want to deal with their godforsaken guild.”

I pay him without any hesitation, reducing my saved-up coins by a fair amount. The man takes them, and I turn toward Aelric and the four men surrounding him.

Two of them are level 30 and 35, while Aelric and two more are a bit over 20.

The group has already noticed and is on guard.

“Hey, boss! You wouldn’t believe what happened. I swear there should be only level 20 weredeer and not moving in groups! We had to leave too! The big grou…”

He starts, but my fist already burrows itself into the belly of the level 35 man. He groans even though his reinforcement and mana flare up.

Immediately, my [Disruption] dissipates his hold over his mana, and I punch him in the face.

I take a step back to avoid the attack of another level 30, and mana flows through my body as my leg hits his chest, sending him rolling on the ground.

None of the men dare to use big area damage skills inside the inn that is under the protection of a strong association.

Aelric, seeing the men he often hires for protection get beaten, becomes a bit nervous and takes a step back.

“Look, Boss, Nathaniel, Nat, it’s just a huge misunderstanding.”

[Armament] creates a helmet without any visor around my head, and the bottle smashes against it half a second later, trying to distract me.

I continue to watch them with my [Mana Perception], and when the level 35 one advances, there is mana glowing in the palms of his hands.

My [Kinetic Redistribution] slows down his charge to a crawl, and I shoot absorbed energy back at him.

Something cracks, and he grabs his leg while groaning on the ground.

I create a small orb made of mana at the side of my fist and shoot it at level 35, who is slowly getting on his feet. I boost it with [Mana Surge] and after getting hit, he also staggers back, now with a broken arm.

“Nat, Nat! You have to calm down, you…”

I don’t give him a chance, and my kick hits his crotch, sending him down on the ground with a loud groan.

The other two level 20s don’t even try to run away, and I break both of their hands and finish them off with a kick to the crotch and then to the head.

Then I turn back to the man groaning on the ground.

“V-Viktor, Viktor paid me to do it! He didn’t like you hunting so many boars; it got into his business.” He pauses, breathless, but there’s some hope in his eyes.

It’s as if he thinks I will stop now and change my target.

He doesn’t know me.

My stomp breaks his knee, and his screams are now louder as he keeps thrashing on the ground.

Fear slowly starts to creep into his eyes.

Could I have done it outside the inn and saved some money? Could I have even killed him for giving me the wrong information and sending me to my death?

Yes, I could have, and without any hesitation.

The instant he attempted to take my life, I no longer had any doubts about it, and he doesn’t have anything worth enough to make me change my mind.

But that’s not how it works here.

I stomp on his other knee, and he passes out.

So, I pull up a chair and sit on it.

It’s okay; I can wait.

I have time.
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Eventually, I leave after breaking both of his elbows.

Oh, and I also cut off his hand.

Did I enjoy it?

Nope, I would have much preferred just killing him. An eye for an eye thing, but the current situation doesn’t allow me that.

Even what I did just now might anger his guild a little bit, even though he was the first one to mess with me.

But it’s much better than looking weak.

The moment I show weakness here, ten more people like Aelric will pop up and try to use me and then throw me away when I’m no longer useful.

I learned that the hard way after coming here.

The first day, multiple people made fun of me, called me a cripple, and tried to step over me or take my stuff.

At first, I wanted to ignore them, but it became even worse to the point where they were about to use me nearly as a slave or cannon fodder.

So, I fought them.

I beat a few people with higher levels than me senseless. I broke their bones and cut off their fingers.

Then no one dared to call me a cripple to my face, and Aelric approached me. After that, no one cared what I did or if I died out there.

Still, it somewhat surprised me that Aelric attempted a similar thing as them.

He should have known better.
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Savant (Hell, Alone) - No, you should put only 20% of your stats into mana. You can split the remaining points between strength, dexterity, and constitution as you wish.

What a dumbass.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - That’s dumb; the more mana you can have, the better. It’s riskier now, but it’s better for you to get used to it. In the future, it will show.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Sure, like I would listen to the guy who blew off his arm because of that.

The heck? Who told him? Hadwin? It had to be him!

Savant (Hell, Alone) - I don’t care if you killed Cinderbear. I did it too, and it wasn’t even that tough. The monster was just a punching bag if you knew what to do.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Are they at it again?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - LOL, yes, it’s fun every time.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Biscuit! I miss you <3

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Here we go; the guy is here again.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - This jerk is pissing me off. Why does he repeat one word over and over?

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Goddamned asshole.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - STFU; you’re the worst one here.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - Asshole

Here we go; they’re at it again.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Asshole?

Huh?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Huh?

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Asshole!

Oh no.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! Asshole!

Biscuit, no!

Then I get disconnected from the forum.

Goddamn it, Biscuit.
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After hunting more weredeer, I level up two times, and even my skills improve. Before going back to my weekly report to Ruby and her frightening master, I check out my stats.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 2 – Mana-Infused Kingdom

Time left until forced return: 4y 322d 013h 51m 36s

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

Level: 33

Strength: 14

Dexterity: 15

Constitution: 40

Mana: 88

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 13

Mana Manipulation - Level 13

Mana Perception - Level 12

Oscillation - Level 8

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 9

Armament - Level 6

Mana Surge - Level 3

Disruption - Level 4

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

[Skill Points: 1]

[Stat Points: 0]

Pfft, 20 percent of stats into mana?

Not on my watch!

All in.

Please, Mr. Focus, hold on! You can do it!

As I put more and more points into mana, I rarely can allow either one of my focuses to stop watching over it.

But hey, it’s good training, right?

Right?

I partially blame my missing arm for making it more difficult, even as I use everything to help me handle my mana. My trait, my passive, is two of my skills.

As my [Mana Perception] and [Mana Manipulation] improved, I realized how much of a problem is a missing arm to my flow and circuit.

It looks like there are a few important pathways for mana in arms, and cutting them off makes mana switch to other ones. But it’s like you switch from a new highway to a country road.

So how do I solve it?

The best solution would be to get my arm back, but as I found out, that could be quite difficult.

It’s super expensive, and healers here are locked up in luxurious mansions, leaving only to heal people rich enough to afford them. Sometimes they are even tied to strong families, being used to extend the life of old but powerful men and women.

Even someone with a low level like Lily is highly valued and taken care of.

So yup, this option might take a while.

The second option is to try to mess with my body and Mana Circuit and fix it myself. The consequences could be terrible if I mess it up with my current lackluster knowledge and skills.

The third option is to leave it as it is. Sure, it will continue to mess with my flow, but at the same time, it’s as if I add more weight to myself while exercising. If I survive, it will help me become even stronger, and when I finally restore it, I will be that much more powerful.

It’s not like there are many options anyway, so I will just go with the third one.

I also hope that at level 20, I will be able to upgrade [Focus] again; that would be amazing.
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I find an inn in Stonehaven after leaving the village at the edge of the wilderness.

I enjoy a warm bath that costs me a few copper, and I eat good food with dessert. I put on my freshly washed and nicely scented clothes.

With my not-that-full pouch, I reach the mansion where I have to meet Ruby.

The guards let me in, expecting me.

I walk through the hallway, following my guide, who leaves me in front of the wooden door.

After a knock, the door opens, and Ruby emerges. Her red hair flows freely over her shoulders, and her yellow eyes almost seem to glow, as her gaze lands on me. She is wearing black pants and a white shirt. They almost look like men’s clothes, but I notice a few changes here and there that accentuate her figure.

“Nat! It’s nice to see you alive and well. Your hair is funny now; you look like a hedgehog.”

Please don’t call me Nat.

“Master is waiting for you. Come in,” she says as she steps aside, revealing the figure of a tall, older woman sitting on the couch.

Her eyes slowly look at me as I enter the room.

Then the door behind me closes with a loud thump.


CHAPTER 75

CHAMPION KEIRON



“You got rid of that rudimentary thing clinging to your brain, why?” she asks me immediately.

“It was too dangerous to leave it without oversight, and I’m not skilled enough yet to do that many things at once. Plus, I believe I learned all I could from it.”

She stares at me for a second and then slowly nods.

“You walk a dangerous path.”

As if I don’t know that.

“Do you get fascinated by mana that much?” she asks, a hint of curiosity in her voice.

“Yes,” I say without any hesitation.

There is something in her eyes I have a hard time describing before she turns away, looking at the wildly spinning mana in her hand.

“You may ask a question.”

“Can I use my mana in your presence?”

Her smile doesn’t fit her age at all. It’s barely noticeable, just a lifted corner of her lips, but even then, I can feel some cheekiness from it: cheekiness and a warning.

“You can try.”

I notice Ruby wildly gesturing at me to stop, but even through all of my senses warning me, I open up my mana and reach out toward her with my [Mana Perception].

At first, I don’t sense anything.

“Allow me to reveal the path you’ve chosen to tread.”

I start feeling it in my bones, in my insides, on my skin—impossibly powerful mana.

Its edges are expanding more and more. It feels like a never-ending ocean, like a tsunami. It feels like the heat of a star.

And it’s beautiful.

I release my focus on handling my mana and use all of it to feed my perception and defenses. I want to see more. I need to see more.

Her mana is too massive for any human to have a right to, and my mana continues flickering in her presence like a dying candle in a hurricane.

My ears start ringing, and it’s harder and harder to breathe, and I am already down on my knees, unable to stand. I even feel blood running out of my eyes.

But I continue to look.

Like a fly dreaming of reaching the sun.
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“Well, that was dumb. You’re lucky my master only released some of her mana. I’ve seen her kill people for much nicer requests than yours.” Ruby sighs. “She must find you quite interesting, doing all of this.”

I am listening to her with only one ear and still going through what I saw.

“Haa, so annoying.” She throws herself on the couch, acting more brazen now that her master has left, and stretches her legs. “I could never understand your type. All of you are goddamn crazy.”

I slowly focus on her words and stand up, my body complaining as if someone danced on it all night. With a groan, I sit on the armchair opposite her.

“How strong is she?”

Ruby shrugs. “Who knows? I hope to never find out.”

“Stronger than Champion Keiron or Champion Tristan?” I ask, curious since I heard the names of the two strongest people from Roland.

“I see that someone has been collecting information.” She smirks and, still lying on the couch, continues to look at me. “My master is… she’s special, that’s all you need to know. But don’t even dream about reaching Champion Keiron. The man is ancient, and the last time he fought, he sank an island along with a million people who lived there. He is a monster capable of destroying an entire kingdom if he wills it.”

She jumps to her feet. “Enough of that. Now invite me to dinner, and I’ll show you something interesting.”

Huh?
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I end up leaving the restaurant with my pouch much lighter.

Sure, the food was amazing. So good. But what the heck!

What kind of dinner for two costs as much as a farmer’s yearly wage?!

Damn it.

“Look,” I hear from Ruby, and I look where she’s pointing.

The statue towers over the area, a depiction of a man tall and imposing and adorned in complete, meticulously crafted armor. You could spend hours studying the armor alone, each piece bearing intricate details of painstaking labor and skill. The armor’s metallic sheen contrasts beautifully with the backdrop of the blue sky.

The sculpted face of the man exudes an aura of unwavering confidence and raw power. Etched with such realism, you could almost see the determination set in the statue’s stone eyes. The man’s grip on the sword is firm, with the blade stabbed into the ground in front of him.

“This is Champion Keiron,” she says.

Ehm?

That makes me look at the statue once more, making sure I remember the face.

“It’s nicely made,” I start. Was this information really worth that much silver?

Ruby laughs. What’s so funny?

“You don’t understand. THIS is Champion Keiron.”

What?

“No one remembers now how old he is, but everyone knows that every ten years, he creates another avatar of himself and places it somewhere in the kingdom.”

No way.

“There are now tens of his avatars all over the kingdom and the world.” She turns to me, none of her normal cheekiness visible on her face now. “Champion Keiron can instantly transfer his mind into any of these avatars, and then fight with all his power available.”

I have a hard time wrapping my head around it. How is something like that even possible?

How?

“Some say that he can now awaken all the avatars at once and control them, with each of them containing most of his power.” Her eyes have the same look I must have now.

I just don’t know what to say.

“That is what Champion is capable of.”
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Lily Chen

“Novice Lily, please hurry up.”

“Y-yes!” I quickly grab my bag and glance around my room one last time, feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness.

It’s huge and predominantly white in color, filled with beautifully carved furniture with gold accents. The bed is massive, much bigger than I need. But the mattress is amazing, so I don’t mind it that much. I still feel like I’m living in a dream, like any moment, someone will pinch me, and I’ll wake up.

Everything is better than sleeping on the first floor’s cold, hard ground. My thoughts drift back to those nights, and I try to shake off all those bad memories.

I don’t want to think about that. I’m in a better place now, right?

“Sorry for keeping you waiting. I’m ready now!” I say as I exit the room, hoping my enthusiasm isn’t too obvious.

Everyone here is so nice to me, so I try to treat them with the same kindness. I can’t help but feel a little out of place, though. I mean, I’m just a regular girl who happened to acquire healing powers.

My guide, Mentor Lyra, smiles at me, and I can’t help but smile back, feeling my cheeks warm up a bit.

“It’s okay, Novice Lily. Shall we go now?”

“Yes!”

I quickly follow her as we walk through the lavish hallway that I’m still not used to. It’s too pristine, too fancy-looking. Every step I take feels like I’m walking on clouds, and I wonder if I’ll ever get used to living like this.

We pass by a few more people, and everyone greets and smiles at me. Some even bow.

That’s another thing I’m not used to. It makes me feel important but also a little awkward.

In the community, Nat said that healers are super rare in this world and that I wouldn’t have to worry about anything for a while. He told me to enjoy some rest and… I remember something and giggle a bit, suddenly feeling mischievous.

He also said to “yoink” some expensive things for him, mentioning that he might need some gold fairly soon. I can’t believe he asked me to do that, but it’s kind of exciting.

“Mentor Lyra, I was thinking, could I ask you for some gold coins?”

Her eyebrows rise a bit, but contrary to my expectations, she just nods.

“That’s something we can do for you. We can discuss it when we return from your training and talk about the amount you need.”

Oh, that was easier than I thought it would be. I can’t wait to tell Nat!

“T-thank you.”

She nods with a smile, and we enter the massive dining room. Huge windows offer a view of the beautiful gardens, and we eat slowly, served by a few dedicated attendants just for us. The food is amazing, and I only regret that the others can’t be here with me, even silly Biscuit. I hope they’re okay.

“Let’s go and heal a few people, okay, Novice Lily?”

I agree and stand up, feeling determined. It’s something I have to do to be allowed to live the way I live now.

And it will help me become more useful in the future, not just for myself, but for the people I care about.

I will not allow the events from the end of the first floor to repeat.
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“I fed him to the pigs. I cut his body into small pieces and threw them inside the pen, making sure they ate it all,” I say quietly to Ruby, who is sitting opposite me.

She doesn’t smile, only nodding and pulling a card from the game we’re playing. She flips it around and shows it to me again.

“I won again. Now tell me how you did it.”

I stay silent for a moment, already yearning to forget the situation.

“I kept an eye on him since he started showing hostility toward me. Then I began to observe his movements and his sensitivity to my mana usage. I was careful, never showing any aggression.” Memories flash through my mind. “I created a small orb of mana inside my mouth. I’ve learned that everyone’s body has a kind of barrier that partially conceals the mana within, and even though you can sense it if you try hard enough or if the other person isn’t good at controlling it, I noticed that Emeric wasn’t proficient at it.”

Ruby nods, likely understanding where I’m heading with this.

“He continued to taunt me in the hallway to my room, out of earshot of everyone else.

He did it every day.

“So one day, I simply waited for him to lean closer, and then I opened my mouth as if to say something and shot the mana orb through his eye into his brain. He died almost instantly.”

I omit the part where I had to drag him to my room, immediately clean up the blood, cut his entire body into pieces while using [Oscillation], and feeling like I was on the verge of passing out several times, able to continue only thanks to [Focus].

I don’t regret it. I did it all to survive.

But damn, it feels disgusting.


CHAPTER 76

RAIN, WIND, AND MONSTERS



Two mana projectiles, created thanks to [Armament] and [Mana Manipulation], hover over my shoulders as I dodge the charge of a weredeer. The monster doesn’t seem too pleased and comes at me again.

[Mana Surge] blazes up, and I shoot one of the projectiles at the monster’s head.

The weredeer ignores the wound and continues to charge, so another projectile hits it, finally making it waiver a bit.

A wildly oscillating blade made of mana forms in my hand, and I slash it through the monster’s head, escaping just in time to avoid its dead body and the splash of blood.

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 34]

[Oscillation - Level 8 > Oscillation - Level 9]

[Level 34 > Level 35]

Now, without any hesitation, I put all the stat points into mana. If I had any before, now there is none. I wipe the rain from my head and look at the cloudy sky. It just can’t stop raining.

“Hey! We’re done here!”

I just nod and let the mana flow through my body. In the palm of my hand, a weird circular shape made of mana, forms with the use of my [Armament]. I try to imitate Ruby’s master and continue to move it, reform it, spin it, make it denser or less dense, and almost transparent. I find it to be good practice for my shaping skills, but it must look somewhat silly.

I slowly enter the clearing, which is occupied by a group of ten hunters, all of them on a mission or quest, if you will.

This time, I was extremely careful and picked a group that looked somewhat reliable. Sure, I’m not expecting them to sacrifice their lives to save me, nor do they expect the same. But at least I know they won’t stab me in the back out of nowhere.

Probably. Look, it’s difficult, okay? A man’s got to eat. Eat and pay a ton of money, and this expedition is paying super well.

The main objective is to kill as many weredeer as possible and take care of their boss, who is leading them while hiding somewhere in this area.

Are they out of quests where I would have to guide someone super slow walking to some distant place? They don’t need anyone to collect a certain amount of some material?

Anyway, the group thinks I am at a higher level than I really am, thanks to my unusually high mana.

Obviously, I joined even though it’s dangerous and might be too risky for my current level.

The reason? Ruby’s master.

I just can’t get the image of her mana out of my mind, and to reach her level is impossible without putting my life at stake to grow stronger. Playing it safe won’t get me there. It’s as simple as that.

“Nathaniel, how many did you get this time?” our vice leader asks me.

“Three of them this time.”

“That’s pretty good. You’re doing well.” He gives me a small smile. “You might really save up enough money in a few years to restore your arm.”

Yup, that’s the story I went with to make it easier to get into the group.

“Thanks, Bram. That’s the goal.”

The man is fairly competent, and he has two skills that I really like, so it’s better to stay closer to him so I can observe them. Obviously, it would be too rude if I did it with my perception and he felt it, but I may be able to ask for some pointers while thinking about the rest on my own.

Soon, more and more people from our group join us, having finished their part, and I start getting uncomfortable as so many people talk at once, some of them even talking to me.

At first, it’s bearable, but I quickly feel my social batteries drain.

Darn, I miss Tess and maybe even Hadwin. They are both much better than I am at dealing with people. On the other hand, I don’t mind sitting to the side and only listening without having to open my mouth.

I don’t think that will ever change. I’ve tried multiple times, but no matter how much I try, I start feeling uncomfortable after some time, when talking to more than one person.

Fortunately, we start moving again as the rain becomes stronger and the wind picks up. A few times, I try to use my [Kinetic Redistribution] to absorb some kinetic energy from the wind, but I fail miserably. It’s still way too difficult for me. The raindrops, on the other hand, are much easier, and I can even absorb some energy from swaying trees.

Well, it’s only a matter of time until I come up with a solution. Later, I might even become able to absorb different kinds of energy. As of now, I can think of something like [Mana Redistribution]. That sounds like an overpowered skill. And how about absorbing sunlight, gravity, or thermal energy? The options are immense!

Also, soon I might be able to upgrade one of my skills after finishing one of the side quests:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 13

Mana Manipulation - Level 14

Mana Perception - Level 12

Oscillation - Level 9

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 9

Armament - Level 8

Mana Surge - Level 4

Disruption - Level 4

Three skills are close to level 10. Sure, there will most likely be some bottleneck, but I can do it. But which one should I upgrade after that?

The skill I’m considering upgrading the most is [Mana Manipulation], but if I get some enticing options for [Mana Perception], I might change it up. Lately, I rely on it a lot to learn new skills by watching other people’s usage of mana, so even if it hurts me in my current situation, it might be a good option.

Heck, even [Kinetic Redistribution] could get amazing options for an upgrade.

Darn, it already makes my head hurt. I’ll get what, twenty options to pick from? Nice.

“Nathaniel?” I hear.

Oh, darn it, not again. Lately, it’s easy for me to get lost in my thoughts even as I keep running [Perception] to check for danger.

“Sorry, I’m coming.”

I quickly rejoin the group. This time, I am careful to stay with the group and train my [Kinetic Redistribution] for fun.

I’ve found a new way to practice it. I try to absorb energy from a single raindrop out of the hundreds of them that are around me.

I don’t even have to explain how crazily difficult that is.
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A few minutes later, one of our group members dies—an older, kind man. As we walk, he slows down to be by my side and offers me some snacks and then laughs when I refuse. He opens his mouth to say something and that’s when his head explodes when it is hit by a mana arrow. Due to the speed of the projectile, it evaporates half of his chest. The remaining half of his body falls to the ground, and panic sets in.

No one felt anything, not even our scouts, who are most likely well over 50, their area of Perception is much larger than mine.

The arrow just flew so fast and from so far away that they were unable to sense it.

We continue to look around, with a few stronger and faster members rushing toward the direction the arrow originated, but even they come back empty-handed.

“I say we get out of here and go back!” one of them, a tall bald man, screams.

“There’s no need to be so rash. We made a mistake, and we know how to counter it now. Eamon can create a web of mana far around us with his gift. It can slightly change the direction of a projectile if it enters his area,” says the leader of our group, looking around.

He’s a skilled hunter, seemingly around Hadwin’s age.

“Simon and Ivar will continue to run their [Detection] at full power, and we will have our vanguards nearby so they can block any attacks.”

His voice is calming, and even I almost start believing him.

“We know what we’re up against now, and we will be ready.”

It sounds so easy.

Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to join this expedition.

A few hours later, and after a few fights with a normal weredeer, the leader dies.

This time, it’s not a ranged attack; it’s something much more amazing.

An idle mana projectile was hovering in the air in the crown of a tree.

No one was able to sense it; that’s how firm it was and how little mana leakage the projectile had.

We were only able to detect it as we passed under it.

Someone crossed a hair-thin thread of mana, which triggered the mana arrow, sending some impulse, and then, as if it were a homing missile, it flew right at the leader.

The vanguard didn’t even have enough time to try to stop it.

The mana around the leader flared up, and in front of him, a barrier made of mana appeared at incredible speed, followed by another and another. The man was amazing, able to create a five-layered barrier in a split second.

Yet the projectile tore through all of them.

Half of the man’s chest disappeared in an explosion of innards, blood, and bones.

He died instantly.

That’s when I decided it was time to leave, and I wasn’t alone.

We immediately started moving back the way we came, but what awaited us made it all seem hopeless.

Dozens, probably well over fifty weredeer, were blocking our way back, with more of them around us. Even I could feel their mana.

So we just stood there in the rain, which continued to strengthen, and in the strong wind that kept hitting our bodies, threatened by mana projectiles, and surrounded by monsters that we could hear roaring even through the thunderstorm.


CHAPTER 77

PREY



We do the only thing we can do: run.

We charge toward where the horde of monsters seems thinnest.

Flames surge into the monsters; I hear the crackle of electricity. An arrow from one of our scouts soars ahead of us with enough power to destroy a tank back on Earth.

Pushing through isn’t the problem; the problem is a sniper.

Another arrow whizzes by, obliterating one of the men along with the monster he was fighting.

Meanwhile, my [Focus] keeps running at full power while I loosen its hold on my mana, now burning within my body. The [Kinetic Redistribution] boosted by [Mana Surge] covers a larger area than ever before and absorbs the energy of the rain, which I use to fuel myself and attack the monsters, either pushing them away or piercing their bodies.

The world is colorless and quiet under the influence of my skill, as I run, striving to stay with the group while keeping someone between me and the presumed location of the sniper. But no arrow sails overhead, even as we plow through the monsters, killing a large number of them in the process.

I am thankful for the rain, as it enables me to keep up with the group of higher-level men, forcing myself forward with the absorbed energy.

After what feels like thirty minutes, we slow down against the side of a hill, a small place sheltered from the rain. Discussions are already underway among the group, but I only half-listen, continuing to monitor the area.

Something tells me this is far from over, and I extend my perception as far as possible, in waves, almost like sonar. My body is tense, bracing for a mana arrow that could come at any moment.

My best bet is to counter it with [Disruption] and hopefully dissolve it or to cut it with [Oscillation]. After seeing it pierce a five-layer barrier, I can’t rely on [Armament].

So that’s the plan. I will detect it, slow it with the redistribution, and then finish it off with [Mana Surge] combined with either [Disruption] or [Oscillation], either trying to dissipate it or destroy it.

Once again, I curse my impatience. Why did I become so greedy after witnessing the power of that woman? I thought I had calmly considered it safe, yet now I feel I didn’t because of my greed.

Thankfully, the rain is still strong, allowing me to use redistribution constantly. After a brief rest and some heated arguments, we continue moving back, still a few hours away from the city.

As we proceed, I stop using perception to sense the ranged projectile; instead, I look for similar ones that killed our leader—the ones triggered by thin threads of mana.

I continue to boost [Mana Perception] with surge, and even though my head hurts and sweat runs down my face, I keep sending it into our surroundings.

[Focus] helps a lot.
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I don’t notice the first one in time, and the man who wanted to leave first dies, his lower half separated from his chest. He dies looking surprised at his legs lying apart from his body.

Then we have to fight weredeers. I dodge the monster’s rush, and as it passes by me, a sword made of [Armament] appears in my hand, and I slash at its neck, leaving it to bleed.

Not having enough time to escape another one, I fire up redistribution again, absorb as much energy as I can, and then disrupt the protective barrier around the weredeer. I finish it by turning the sword into a spear and stabbing it through its neck.

With the absorbed energy, I rejoin the running group, zigzagging to avoid the flames that one of the men is shooting at the monster behind me. Even in this situation, I use a bit of perception to observe his skill.

Thankfully, the men are dealing with higher-level monsters, and I’m picking off the slightly weaker ones that I can finish quickly, thanks to my skills.

[Mana Perception - Level 12 > Mana Perception - Level 13]

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 28]

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 34]

I ignore the remaining notifications and follow behind the men. Two mana projectiles hover over my shoulders, and I keep feeding them mana, inspired by the arrow that killed a few of the men from the group.

I make my projectiles denser, sharper, and more durable, trying to imitate the sniper’s skill.

As another monster charges at me with glowing tattoos on its body, I shoot both projectiles them with the help of a surge, even pushing them a bit with redistribution and the energy I got from the rain.

The monster’s chest explodes into a bloody crater, the tattoos flicker and soon stop glowing. The weredeer dies.

[You have defeated the Battle Weredeer - Level 31]

Again. I form two additional projectiles.

My mana is enough, so I add one more. This time, it makes my head hurt, and the third projectile dissipates as I have to focus on controlling my mana, strengthening my body, and the use of my skills.

Then I trigger a thin thread of mana at my feet. I only notice it when I feel the thread tearing.

The world feels as if it has slowed down, and I stop holding back my mana. It instantly rushes through my body at a terrifying speed, pummeling my muscles and sending burning pain through my circuit.

But I don’t care; I even boost it all with [Mana Surge], and my heart throbs wildly, sending even more mana into it.

My perception encompasses a small area, and I [Focus] both parts of my mind on it. One part is tracking the thread, and the other is looking for a projectile.

In the black-and-white world of [Focus], I finally notice a thin thread shining slightly in pale blue color.

When I get a general idea, I shoot my mana projectiles toward the place where I think the projectile is. At the same time, I start strengthening my body as much as I can, knowing that redistribution would be too slow.

It all happened in what feels like a split second.

Then I see the projectile coming right at me, hitting my own projectiles and only slightly changing its direction.

Dozens of small mana orbs appear around me. I throw them at it, hoping for something.

[Disruption] fires up, boosted even more by the surge, and I try to change the area where it’s focusing, making the effect smaller but more potent.

Another part of my mind focuses [Kinetic Redistribution] in the same direction, instantly releasing all the energy I absorbed, repeating this multiple times.

The notifications ring in my head as the projectile grazes my side, leaving a deep wound there before hitting the ground behind me.

With a groan, I fall to my knees, releasing all the energy I was able to absorb. A strong shockwave hits the trees around me, sending smaller stones scattering, and making the thinner trees bend under the pressure.

It takes me a few seconds of effort with both parts of my mind, to calm down my mana and get over the stress of using so many skills so rapidly.

Unfortunately, it’s not the end.

One of the weredeers´ antlers crashes against my chest. Only at the last moment before the strike am I able to a create a translucent armor to soften the impact. It sends me gliding through the air and eventually crashing in a heap—I hope nothing is broken.

The armor around me disappears, and I crawl on the ground, trying to get as far away from the monster as I can.

It ambushes me again, and I pull out the dagger from behind my belt. Slowly, I get up on my feet and turn toward the monster.

The rain continues to beat my body, the ground is slippery, and it’s getting darker, more like night than afternoon.

The lightning flashes nearby, and I send one pulse of mana through my body at the last possible moment, just enough to jump to the side and then bury the dagger into the monster’s eye as it passes by me.

It roars and swings its antlers, and I escape its attack by falling to the ground.

Another pulse of mana, just enough to grow faster and slash against the monster’s neck. The dagger is only weakly coated in [Oscillation], but it’s enough. A deep wound opens on the monster’s neck, and blood falls on my face.

Another pulse of mana and I pierce the monster’s neck.

Again and again.

The blood covers my body and mixes with the water from the rain. I make [Oscillation] move faster while using as little mana as possible.

Multiple notifications.

I scoot to the side, and the monster falls to the ground, dead.

Forcefully calming down my breathing, I stand up and move away, ending up leaning against a tree. My head hurts, and the world spins around me.

The roars of monsters bring me back to reality, and I send perception into the area, not feeling any humans close by, only weredeers at the edge of my detection.

I am alone.


CHAPTER 78

FOLLOWING THE THREAD



[Level 36 > Level 37]

Ipause briefly to invest my stats. After a moment’s hesitation, I put them into mana; I don’t believe any other stat will help me at this moment. I quickly skim through the notifications, paying no mind to the ones about kills.

[Focus - Level 14 > Focus - Level 15]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 14 > Mana Manipulation - Level 15]

[Oscillation - Level 9 > Oscillation - Level 10]

[Armament - Level 8 > Armament - Level 9]

[Disruption - Level 4 > Disruption - Level 5]

For a moment, I summon my status window as I’m running toward the area with the least amount of monsters.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 2 – Mana-Infused Kingdom

Time left until forced return: 4y 318d 021h 51m 03s

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

Level: 37

Strength: 14

Dexterity: 15

Constitution: 40

Mana: 100

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 15

Mana Manipulation - Level 15

Mana Perception - Level 14

Oscillation - Level 10

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 9

Armament - Level 9

Mana Surge - Level 5

Disruption - Level 5

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

[Skill Points: 1]

[Stat Points: 0]

I still have one skill point left, which means I only need to get either [Redistribution] or [Armament] to level 10 and then use the skill point to level up the last one. I’d prefer not to do it this way as I have a feeling that breaking through the bottleneck from level 9 to 10 would be better to do on my own, but it’s not like I can be picky right now.

I gradually increase my speed, each step becoming firmer. The aftershocks slowly wear off, but I continue to search for traps more fervently than before. Every step I take is cautious and can easily be my last.

My area of perception is smaller, but it allows me to pay closer attention. Now that my mana is over 100, I feel even more how the missing part of my circuit in my left arm interrupts my flow, forcing me to use even a small part of my secondary focus to move it properly.

Arrows target me, thankfully from regular weredeer, not the lethal ones. I avoid them, not even bothering to return fire, still not feeling too well. I stagger slightly, slipping on the mud-covered ground, but quickly regain my balance before the charging monster reaches me.

Mana flows only into my legs, just enough to carry me. Immediately, I cut it off and use a bit of mana to absorb the monster’s kinetic energy, coaxing myself forward. I stagger once again before regaining my balance. With clenched teeth, I continue to run.

Three weredeer appear some distance ahead of me. I form simple mana orbs around me, spinning them and densifying them, trying to save as much mana as possible. I then start spinning them around my body, making them orbit me like tiny moons, gradually increasing their speed.

They spin faster and faster, accumulating a lot of kinetic energy. When I’m close enough to the monsters, I release them, shooting them like projectiles from a sling. Ten of them fly at the monsters at rapid speed, smaller than usual but denser. They pierce the weredeers’ skin and exit their bodies on the other side.

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 33]

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 32]

Not having enough time to do it again, I boost my body and leap over the charging remaining monster. While I’m up in the air, I absorb a bit of kinetic energy from the rain and boost the spear I made out of [Armament] into the monster’s back.

Now the wounded weredeer turns to me, a red glow covering its body. For half a second, [Disruption] fires up, and the monster stumbles, as if stung after its skill cancels. I sprint forward, and the dagger covered in [Oscillation] nearly decapitates it, leaving it hanging by a bit of skin.

But then I run again, ignoring the notification about the kill and ducking arrows or normal weredeer.

The wind continues to threaten to blow me to the ground, and the lightning becomes more frequent.

The forest is dark, and the branches of the trees are swaying wildly, cracking in the wind.

And I run.

Is it because we made fun of the deer we killed back on the first floor? Because we called him Bambi and did such a bad job skinning him?

After I get out of this, I swear I will kill any monster that has antlers or even reminds me of a deer.

My first meal will be venison, and I will eat it whole while laughing, then order another one and throw it on the ground.

Damned weredeers.

I wobble from side to side as I walk between trees. A few more small wounds are on my body, and even now, I feel as if I’m about to pass out as my head keeps ringing, and I have to continuously use my skills. While catching my breath, I stop to lean against a tree.

It’s already night, and I’m mostly navigating with the help of perception that only feels mana and the little light that the moon offers. Unlike Earth, it’s bluish, giving the night an unusual hue.

At the edge of my reduced perception, I feel another signature that I identify as a weredeer. I stop leaning against the tree, and step a bit away from it.

One of the mana orbs that hovers around me starts slowly increasing its speed. I found it’s much better to increase its speed this way instead of using a surge that puts too much stress on me in this state.

Sure, it’s annoying, and it takes a bit longer, but the result might be even better than just boosting it. I just anchor the bead to my body and push it to make it spin around me.

I let the weredeer get closer and then sling the mana bead at him. It hits the monster’s face, tearing off a chunk of its head as big as my fist. My accuracy is only getting better, and it’s enough; the monster falls down dead.

[You have defeated a Weredeer - Level 36]

I already invested my skill point into [Armament], knowing that it would probably have a more difficult bottleneck as I have a feeling that I am closer to leveling up [Kinetic Redistribution]. Also, the second skill is something that I think is better, and I know I would regret using the easier way to master it instead of doing it my own way.

So even as I barely walk and mana continues to threaten to ravage my body, I keep continuing to absorb the energy of a single raindrop out of the thousands that continue to fall around me.

At some point, I find the corpse of one of the men that was in our group. His body is mangled, limbs torn off, and there isn’t enough of his face left for me to identify him, but I recognize the dagger that lies nearby. I grab it and continue on without looking back. The blade still seems to be in good shape.

A few minutes later, I find another corpse. Half of its body is missing, the wound looking similar to the one the sniper’s projectiles caused.

It’s been a few hours since I concluded this is the work of a human, not a monster. Probably someone paid to deal with the competition. Someone hired to kill the man that led us and to leave no witnesses.

The sniper must also have some ability to at least affect the monsters a little bit, and they are not too high level; otherwise, we would be dead already. They must have planted the triggering mana projectiles around us as we were pushing forward and then started using the super ranged sniping skill, probably with a long preparation time or some setback that doesn’t allow quick use. Or it’s just to mess with us.

I’ve learned to detect the threads of mana, and this way avoided three traps. At the last one, I even climbed up a tree and observed the mana projectile, not too much out of fear of triggering it, just enough to learn that there are two parts to it.

One of them is a huge amount of mana that is compressed into an elongated sharp shape, somehow made not to leak mana. The other part is the trigger, a mana thread that will activate something that will direct the arrow to the place where the thread of mana touched the person. I already have multiple ideas of how I can use this to improve my skills or to help me in creating a construct.

Thanks to tracking mana threads, I find the one that is slightly different, even thinner, and leading somewhere else. There are no projectiles around. So, I reduce the mana my body radiates. I slow my Mana Heart the same way I did when I killed Emeric, and I reduce the area of my [Perception] by a lot.

And I continue to follow the thread of mana, slowly, carefully, concealed in the rain and the darkness that blankets the area. The wind continues to howl around me, sending leaves swirling and making the branches creak. Soon, I reach a small clearing tucked away behind a line of trees.

There, I find two people, a man and a woman, standing in between the wilderness and the village. Even through the rain and darkness, I recognize the figure of one of the men from the group: the vice leader, Bram.

[Blade Sentinel - Level 51]

[Phantom Sniper - Level ?]

I take a small step to the side, and only too late do I realize that I have torn a mana thread even thinner than the ones from before.

My surge fires up, and both parts of my mind focus on redistribution. This time, I don’t hesitate and reach out toward the forceful wind that keeps roaring through the area, causing the trees around us to groan under its strength.

I absorb the kinetic energy from the wind, almost instantly filling up the amount I can control.

I hear them scream something and turn toward me. Mana projectiles form around the sniper, and the traitorous vice leader charges at me.

When he gets close, he hesitates for a moment, recognizing my face.

I do not hesitate.

I blow his head off, using the kinetic energy I absorbed, and I refocus my attention on the sniper.


CHAPTER 79

THE SECOND SKILL UPGRADE



Using the remaining kinetic energy, I push myself forward, holding a knife covered in oscillating mana. I read the direction of the projectiles that the sniper fires at me, a much weaker version of the skills she used to kill so many of the group.

I skirt around two and block the last one, barely avoiding breaking my hand. Meanwhile, I once again absorb the energy of the rain and mold it into as thin a cone as I can, shooting it at her. She evades it, but a few orbs of mana start spinning around me faster and faster.

I elude another projectile and, unable to duck the second, let it pierce through my thigh and sling a mana orb at her, forcing her to avert another one.

This time, tens of projectiles appear around her, and all sail at me. My surge bursts forth, and I put everything into [Disruption], causing all the quickly formed projectiles to disappear like candles in the wind.

I sling a few more orbs at her and boost them with surge and even the kinetic energy I absorbed. The trees and the ground around the woman are trashed, and multiple projectiles nail her. The woman finally stumbles, putting a hand on her chest and then looking at her bloodied palm.

She screams, and again tens of projectiles form around her. At that moment, another orb made of mana slams her, and she staggers again, half of the projectiles disappearing. Still, she clenches her teeth, and the remaining ones catapult toward me.

Once again, [Disruption] flares up, and the projectiles but one, disappear. This one strikes my arm, barely covered in [Armament], and cracks the bone.

The force of the attack sends me to the ground, but I quickly absorb more energy, using it to force myself back onto my feet and toward the woman, who is already preparing for another attack.

Coming at her faster than she expected, I tackle her, both of us rolling on the ground.

A quick jab hits my armored chest, and another one is aimed at my crotch. I block this one with my broken hand. Then, I swing my head into her nose, breaking it in the process, causing blood to spurt out. I repeat it. And again, until another smack nearly breaks my [Armament].

Around my hand, I barely create oscillating mana and stab it into the woman’s chest, making it oscillate as wildly as I can, tearing her flesh while her hateful eyes stare at me up until the last moment.

Then she dies.

[You have defeated the Phantom Sniper - Level 72]

Two level-ups and I put all stat points into constitution, rolling on the ground to lie next to her, my heart beating wildly, and mouth gasping for breath.

I rest for a minute while the rain continues to fall on my body and face, washing some of the blood off. Then I send a pulse of mana into the area, not feeling any monsters close. Still, I let one part of my mind monitor my surroundings, already knowing about the monsters that can mask their signature.

With the other, I open the notifications.

Congratulations! You have completed the Side quest and received a skill upgrade token. Currently, there are five skills available for upgrade. Choose wisely!

I pause for a second, really wanting to see all the options, but I know I can’t right now. I’ll check them later to see the possibilities.

Right now, I need to get my mana under control. I can’t continue to rely on [Focus] to handle it all the time. Even now, one entire [Focus] keeps it at bay and a bit of another as well, not allowing me to use the skills as much as I would like to.

I glance over the options for [Mana Manipulation].

They are the same as when I was using my first upgrade token.

Mana Amplification: Increase the potency of your mana manipulation, enabling you to generate more powerful magical effects.

Advanced Mana Manipulation: Enhance your control over mana, allowing for more precise and intricate manipulation of magical energies.

Mana Intensification: Strengthen the potency of your mana manipulation, enabling you to generate more powerful magical effects with less effort.

Mana Sensitivity: Heighten your sensitivity to mana in your surroundings, allowing you to detect and track mana sources more easily.

Yes, Advanced Mana Manipulation it is.

Half a second after I chose it, the pain hits my body, and I groan, feeling it even more because of my pitiful state. My muscles spasm and my brain feels as if someone set it on fire. My heart feels as if it’s about to explode out of my chest.

Slowly, after a minute or two, the pain dissipates, leaving me lying there staring at the sky.

These aren’t tears. It’s the rain.

Yes.

Goddamn it.

I groan and try to push myself up with my hand, too late, I remember that it’s broken, and I painfully groan. Great. Just great.

I carefully get up and send a pulse of mana as far as I can—still no signs of life. I try to move mana in my body, keeping it strengthened. It feels much better than before, but it’s hard to properly tell. Yet another thing I will have to test later.

Slowly, I move toward the corpse of the woman and start looking through her pockets, careful not to put too much pressure on my hand. At some point, I even form something like Biscuit’s tentacles to open up the pockets.

Damn, I miss that little jerk.

In the end, I am a few gold pieces richer, I even find some weird shining stones. I’m not sure what they’re for, but they crack and turn into the sand after I touch them. Other than that, she doesn’t have any documents or identification. Not even any other weapon.

For the last time, I look at her and move toward the corpse of the vice leader whose head I blew off.

I take his short sword that looks of high quality, some silver from his pockets, and his dagger. Before leaving, I look at him one last time, turn around, and leave both corpses behind me.
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On my way back, I find no monster, only one more man. He immediately attacks, clearly with the intention to kill, but one of my mana orbs, which now spins much faster than before, pierces through his arm. Then I absorb their kinetic energy, and a cone of kinetic energy explodes his leg, and the man loses his will to fight, only begging for his life.

He is 10 levels higher, but I’m a terrible matchup for him. His main strategy seems to be using telekinesis and hurling small iron balls, reminiscent of bearings, at me. Boosted by his skill, I can envision them inflicting serious damage. Furthermore, he appears to have literally hundreds of them at his disposal.

As he moved them, he also made them glow in a blue hue, probably combining his telekinesis with something else, but [Disruption] took care of that.

The man is still alive as I get to him, carefully monitoring him with my [Mana Perception].

There are multiple questions I could ask him. For example, I could ask him why he tried to kill me. But the answer is obvious; he was with the two I killed before.

Who did it? I want information about this person, their power, and the number of their men in case they decide to cause more problems for me. Other than that, I do not care. I am not interested in the reason why everyone in that group had to die. It’s surely something similar to what happened to me when I used to hunt with Aelric.

The man, scared for his life, answers all of my questions and then before killing him, I get another use out of him. He already tried to take my life, so I show no mercy. With my improved [Mana Manipulation] and [Disruption], I send my mana inside his body. Unlike Sophie, I do not have [Mana Infusion], but the result is similar.

I use him to practice creating constructs and to test a few theories I have. After the third test, he dies. A temporary construct messes with his mana pathways in a harmful way, causing an uncontrollable flare of mana to damage his insides.

But I learn a lot.
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Another figure steps into view, and while cursing myself for not using my detection, I lash out while boosting my body with mana. My strike is easily blocked. A redheaded woman strikes my chest, almost gently, sending me tumbling backward. Only then I realize it’s Ruby, now drenched from the rain. But she doesn’t seem to mind.

She looks down at the man near my feet and then back at me, seemingly unbothered.

“You look like shit,” she says.

Yeah, I bet.

“Well, it’s raining,” she says as if she only noticed it right now. “Are you done here?”

I just nod, too tired to talk.

The redhead then steps near me. My [Mana Perception] fires up, and I watch, knowing that something amazing is going to happen.

With me by her side, she takes another step, and immense mana erupts into the vicinity. The view in front of us disappears, and the world by our sides seems as if it’s shrinking.

The mana, the world, everything moves so crazily and so complexly that I can’t even dream of following right now. My head spins, and I have a feeling as if someone pulled a carpet from under me and I lurch forward. Instead of into the mud, my feet step onto the wooden floor of a nice-looking room that we are inside.

The silence after hearing the thunderstorm and the rain for so long feels deafening.

With a tired sigh, I slide onto a nearby chair, too tired to even care if I am dirtying it because of the mess on me or not.

Then something sounds in my head.

(Asshole!)

The heck!?


CHAPTER 80

YOUR WORLD SUCKS



The small body of the best doggo hits my chest, making me let out a quiet groan of pain. Yet, I still hug the corgi and keep him close to my chest while carefully petting him with my now slightly healed arm.

(Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! Asshole!)

Yes, yes, I missed you too.

Also, we will have to put some parental control on your access to the community; you are learning bad words from those guys there.

“Master wanted me to buy this creature from Henry as well.”

Oh no. Do I want to know?

“He did cost 10 gold,” she says anyways.

“How much did you pay for real?”

“Two gold? Henry wanted 4, but I blackmailed him, knowing that he sold you to Emeric to die.”

Damn.

“You must be super rich. Why don’t you invite me for dinner?”

“Maybe if you grow your hair a bit and dress up nicely.” She giggles and comes closer to also pet Biscuit, and he lets her, just like that.

Huh?

Seeing the surprise on my face, Ruby says, “I fed him a bit from my dinner, and he immediately became super friendly.”

Biscuit! Stranger danger!

“So, how did you find me?”

“Master left a Resonance Imprint on you and gave me your mana signature, and I just tracked it.”

The heck? That sounds so cool!

“Can you teach it to me?”

“That’s what interests you? You are not complaining that we are tracking you or asking why I went to take you back?”

“I expected something like tracking, and you either went after me because you wanted something annoying or master told you to do so. It also could be because you felt my state and didn’t go to check on me.”

But it doesn’t matter.

“Please teach me.”

“Maybe in the future, I will use it as my bargaining chip.” She smirks and let’s go of Biscuit, who sends a message to her.

(Asshole!)

Good boy! Go and get her!

“Your dog… creature is kinda rude, you know that?”

“Hey! He can hear you!” Do not listen to her, Biscuit; you are perfect the way you are.

Ruby ignores my complaint. “He keeps saying that. I almost threw him out of the window when he said, ‘Food, Asshole!’ but never mind that. We will be leaving Stonehaven.”

“Can you tell me why?”

“Yes, it’s because of the war. Frontlines will move here soon enough, and Master doesn’t want to get caught in all of that. Simple as that.”

I continue to pet the corgi, who is slowly closing his eyes. His breathing has already calmed down since I’ve been holding him.

“I heard a few things here and there, but can you tell me who is fighting against whom? I would rather have accurate information.”

She thinks for a second and then just nods.

“We are currently in what is known as the Mana-Infused kingdom, and we are at war with the Solaris Empire, and to be honest, this kingdom is kinda screwed.”

Yeah, I heard that much. I wait for her to continue.

“The only reason why they didn’t attack us properly is because of our Champions.”

“Keiron and Tristan?”

“Yes, the two of them, and we also have a few more in their capital.”

I sit up carefully to not wake up Biscuit and ask, “They are there in secret or do they know about them?”

“They know about them, but they are hidden. In case the war starts, they will mess up their Empire as much as they can. Two Champions should be able to destroy the entire capital in a few minutes if they stop caring about their lives. Millions of people would die instantly.”

She looks at me.

“The problem is that they have something similar. Unlike us, they call them Paragons, but they are the same thing: living weapons capable of destroying entire nations in a moment.”

The floor quest is slowly starting to make more sense.

Floor quest: Witness the end of the world.

“The moment the war starts properly, everyone will lose.” She doesn’t smile this time.

“Is it true that the emperor is a mind mage?”

“Yup, the most powerful one that ever lived, most likely. The man is under 40 and controlling their Paragons with his mind. Paragons! And the problem is that he can singlehandedly send them to die, making them not care about that, so that’s it.” She moves closer to the fireplace in the corner of the room and sits nearby, still looking at me.

“Your world sucks,” I say.

Surprise appears on her face, and then a tiny, almost invisible smile follows it. “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?”

“People are terrible, drifters are too expensive, and the food costs a farmer’s monthly wage.”

Her tiny smile becomes a bit bigger. “Higher-ups are assholes, masters are a pain in the ass, and it’s full of people ready to scam you out of a few gold!”

A few gold? More like 92 gold. But I nod. “Overall, I would give it a terrible rating and recommend future visitors avoid it as much as they can.”

In the end, a soft smile gently appears on her lips.
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A bit later, Ruby uses her skill again, and we appear somewhere high in the mountains. The air here feels a bit thinner, but the moment I exit the room and step onto the small terrace, I fall in love with the view.

I’ve seen some videos of people having breakfast in the Swiss Alps with an amazing view of mountain tops.

Yeah, they can suck it.

The view is much more beautiful; even the mountains seem to be so much bigger. Vibrant green grass, trees, and the tips of the mountains as if dyed in white snow.

For a few minutes, I just stand there and stare, feeling a sense of calm wash over me.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Ruby joins me.

“Yes.” For the first time in a long while, I feel the corners of my lips lift slightly.
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I tried to warn others, but the forum censored most of my messages. I spent the entire daily limit trying to circumvent it, but in the end, I was only able to warn them about the danger and recommend moving away from the borders and the capital city.

After a long time, I also checked the numbers.

Easy difficulty 1638/2000

Normal difficulty 702/1000

Hard Difficulty 293/500

Hell difficulty 53/250

Community tournament (currently unavailable)

Noticeably, every difficulty seems to have lost some people; around 100 in easy, 30 in normal, 30 or so in hard, and 3 people in Hell.

Once again, it makes me curious how many floors the tutorial has. It’s hard to guess now, but after the end of the second floor, we should have a better idea.

Now I only have to find out how to survive this war.

From how it looks now, it seems that the Champions and Paragons will go wild and mess up as much as they can while the mad emperor, Sophie lookalike, will mess with the remaining few.

But can you call that the end of the world?

Just humans will disappear, and after a few years, life will continue, as the planet will still be here.

I bet the system did cook up something really spicy.

It fills me with curiosity and worry at the same time. The end of this floor will probably be the most dangerous, just like the end of the first floor.

Well, at least I have some time and the option to get stronger.

Level: 39

Strength: 14

Dexterity: 15

Constitution: 46

Mana: 100

My stats are nice to look at, but I need to level up a bit more to get those spicy side quest rewards.

Floor quest:

Witness the end of the world.

Rewards:

Skill upgrade token

20 stat points

Increased daily limit of community usage

Tutorial Difficulty change token

Side quest: Reach level 50

Reward: Trait-strengthening token

I still haven’t received another side quest instead of the one I got my skill upgrade from, but as always, I can only wait and train.

Even now, I continue to practice moving my mana. With upgraded [Mana Manipulation], it has become much better, and I can somewhat ignore the absent mana circuit part in my missing arm.

It’s still a mess, but it’s much better now, and my flow has improved.

Somehow, I also think that dealing with all these troubles with the missing part of the mana circuit is helping me level up [Mana Manipulation] a bit more. Still, I want my arm back.

So, Lily, you’d better put some effort into it so I can freeload on your amazing skill.

I also found out a bit more about healers, and it looks like they are totally like nobles among gifted people. Most of the time, powerful nobles snatch them up, the king also keeps one or two, and the rest are taken away by the temple that uses them to prolong the lives of people that are rich enough to pay.

Yup, it seems like healers can get to such a level that they are able to prolong lives. If Lily gets back to Earth, she will either become insanely rich, or they will try to kidnap her or use her.

But for that, they will have to go through me.

Now, seeing how useful healers can be, I am even more decided to keep her close to myself and risk a bit more to keep her alive. At least I will try. I am not that good at dealing with people.

But hey, she can use me to stay alive, and I will use her for healing. It’s a win-win situation.

I just need to hope that she will see it that way as well, and for that, I need to become more powerful. Strong enough that she will feel safe next to me so I can keep her by my side without letting anyone lay hands on her or take her away.

So, that’s that. I know what I want, and I’m sticking to the plan. One step at a time, let’s see where this crazy tutorial takes us.


CHAPTER 81

SCARY BLONDE



Maya Jones

Islip into [Focus], and everything becomes too quiet for comfort. My senses go into overdrive, picking up details that make my head pound. Unsettling feelings, like fear, weaken. Yet I hate it, every time I use this skill, it feels like I’m leaving a piece of myself behind.

It’s like I’m becoming more like a machine and less human. Cold, calculating. My emotions dim and my opponents come more into focus, which makes it easier to watch their moves, but also reminds me how terrifying some of them are.

I notice the monster’s left leg twitch, and I dart to the left, quick and instinctive. The monster mirrors me, springing my way with its left leg as the launch pad.

The world around me dulls down, and all sounds not needed for my focus are muted.

I’m face-to-face with the monster now. Its ugly mug is all snarls and drool, revealing jagged teeth. I can hear its harsh breaths, and then its blood spills as I drive my spear into it.

My [Armament] flickers around my chest, but I just [Focus] more to keep it up.

[Focus - Level 6 > Focus - Level 7]

I lash out with my spear again as the monster’s claw scrapes against my armor, and it finally drops.

[You have defeated a Goblin - Level 22]

When I check my notifications and see a level-up for [Focus], my mood sours. I don’t want to level up this skill anymore. Unlike some of my other skills, it’s extremely difficult to level up, and I dislike it despite its usefulness. It’s scary.

I let out a breath as I exit [Focus] and survey the area. We’re nearly done here. A mana signal from one of our leaders reads, “Get back,” and I start back toward our camp.

Halfway there, Tess joins me, greeting me with a small smile, which I return.

“You look off. Something happen?” she asks.

I sigh. Damn, she’s good at reading people. Been that way since we hit this floor. She’s got a knack for it, not unlike Nathaniel. But she’s different; she doesn’t mind getting up close and personal after reading them.

“This goddamn skill creeps me out.”

“Oh, the [Focus]?”

“What else? Why the hell did I even get it?”

“Don’t you like our theory that everyone got two starting skills that fit them best? One rare skill and one a bit more common and easier to level? I still think your skill suits you.”

The young blonde nimbly jumps over a log in her way and lands so softly that I suspect she used her skill to soften the impact.

Great, now I’m being comforted by someone six years younger.

“Forget about it, Tess. I’ll deal with it on my own.”

“Sure! You can ask me for help if you feel like it,” she says and smiles. “I’ll at least listen to you if not anything else.”

She’s so different from how she was at the end of the first floor, so different from when she was around Nathaniel. Tess is friendly, smiling, and helpful. It’s unnerving.

Nathaniel, at least, didn’t pretend. He just continued to walk around with his emotionless face, avoiding people as much as he could while carefully watching everything with eyes that made you feel like an interesting animal he was observing.

But Tess? She’s like a cat toying with a mouse. She can act, pretend, smile, and charm with her innocent face. Like a chameleon, she adapts her behavior to survive different situations.

With Nathaniel, she mirrored his demeanor, handling annoying people on his behalf while showing them a different side. Now, she does the same with me.

And I can’t help but be drawn in by her flawless performance, how easy it would be to forget. Swiftly and without hesitation, she changes her expressions and behavior to gain the upper hand.

She plays her part so well that I don’t even know who the real Tess is.

Is she the cheerful, innocent girl beside me or the formidable young woman who never left Nathaniel’s side?

She’s scary.
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A week passes, and finally, an entire arm made of mana starts taking its form. I continue to put my entire attention on stopping it from dissipating and for it to move the way I want. It’s difficult and the arm flickers a few times and threatens to dissipate, but I am able to stabilize it. Finally, the arm is created.

It’s ugly, it’s difficult to move and it probably feels more like a cheap prosthesis. But I love it! Not more than my original arm—fuck that battle troll from the first floor—but it will get better! I then have to use a large part of my [Focus] to maneuver it and use it to grab stuff.

All while Biscuit looks at me with his cheeky eyes.

(Lazy), I hear.

“No food for you.”

For a moment, he stops breathing, and even his tongue is stuck out. He seems lost, and his usually cheeky face changes.

Yeah, what are you going to do now, you little twerp?

He just turns around and runs to where Ruby is staying. From his shoulders, two tentacles made out of mana reach out and immediately turn into human arms, even the fingers move nimbly, all as if he is making fun of me.

Then he adds two more arms and uses them all to move faster.

Goddamn it.

You will pay for this, Biscuit!

Anyway, enough about future archmages. My [Mana Manipulation] has improved a lot.

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 16

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 18

Mana Perception - Level 15

Oscillation - Level 11

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 11

Armament - Level 12

Mana Surge - Level 7

Disruption - Level 7

Right now, I can only laugh at my past self, who thought creating an arm made out of mana would be easy.

Such a dumbass. I want to hit him.

I detect a presence with my [Mana Perception], and immediately an orb made out of mana forms near me. It starts growing until it’s as big as my fist, then begins to orbit around me. It spins faster and faster until it emits a whistling noise and cuts through the air, circling around me at a dizzying speed.

I check the mana signature and sling it in that direction.

The mana orb has a firm texture and is a darker shade of blue than before. As it’s released from my orbit, it flies terrifyingly fast, traversing a distance well over several football fields long.

Then I get the notification.

[You have defeated a Razorwing - Level 56]

[Level 44 > Level 45]

As many times before, it almost feels like cheating. The birds don’t have too much defense, so my projectile practically obliterates them, soaring at them too fast for them to react. At the start, they were able to respond, but then I took some inspiration from the sniper who tried to kill me.

I made the projectiles as dense as possible and tried to reduce their mana signature as well. Throwing them just by boosting them with mana doesn’t make them travel that fast, but after orbiting them around myself a bit and then slinging?

So much faster.

I like it, even though the preparation takes longer.

I detect another three presences, and this time, they’re headed right toward me.

Oh, it’s these guys.

Five orbs made out of mana appear around me, emitting a humming noise as I begin spinning them around my body.

The first monster dies before it can try to escape me.

[You have defeated an Ironbeak - Level 53]

The second one skirts my orb and charges at me. The bird, larger than me, with a massive beak that’s glowing and covered in mana, hurls some mental skill, trying to stun me. But I [Focus] move and push against its mana.

I absorb the kinetic energy of one of the orbs circling around me and use it to lift myself away. The orb, now devoid of kinetic energy, hovers in the air, expanding as the monster reaches the spot where I was. Tens of thin threads made out of mana reach out toward the monster and entangle it, causing it to halt. Immediately, they start tearing even without the monster using much force.

Before it has a chance to break free, another orb zooms in and explodes its head.

[You have defeated an Ironbeak - Level 52]

The last one hovers in the air, cawing at me. I make my projectiles spin around me even faster. The two remaining projectiles emit a whistling noise as they tear through the air. I boost them with [Mana Surge], immediately making them smaller and denser, and release one at the monster.

It barely misses it. I absorb kinetic energy and boost myself high in the air, right toward the monster.

Is it reckless? Yep.

Is it fun? Totally.

I reach it in a split second and slap the poor monster, probably making me the first human to ever do that.

The consciousness disappears from its eyes, and I grab its neck with my arm made of mana. Before we hit the ground, I absorb the kinetic energy of both of our bodies, and we slowly land. The excess energy explodes into the surroundings.

“That was so freaking fabulous,” I immediately hear from Ruby, even before I can congratulate myself. “Another one for your testing?”

“Yes. Lately, they barely show up, so I’m glad I was able to get this one.”

I pull the bird behind me while boosting my body with a bit of mana.

“Yo, did you do something to make Biscuit come and complain to me?”

Who? Me? No way!

“Don’t look at me like that, Nat, he’s only copying your behavior and learning from you.” She sighs. “Anyway, Master is here, and she wants to talk to you.”


CHAPTER 82

IN THE DARKNESS



She radiates absolute confidence as always, even while sitting in a cheap wooden chair in the middle of the small, simple room.

The moment I enter, her eyes land on me. I don’t even feel her mana, yet I know I am being probed.

[You have defeated an Ironbeak - Level 54]

A notification sounds in my mind, and I realize that she just killed the monster I left outside. Without a single move. Without any trace of mana from her.

“Are you satisfied with your growth?” she blatantly asks, and I immediately know that there is only one answer I can give her.

But why is she asking me that? I am growing nicely, improving my skills, and even gaining some levels. Actually, quite a few levels. I am safe, I have food, and even someone to talk to if I wish to do so. The view is goddamn amazing, and there’s even this silly dog I can bully and learn from. The bed is comfortable, and I can take warm baths.

“I am not.”

It sucks.

Even though I am safe, I feel like a prisoner, unable to get away from Ruby; she doesn’t let me go far. My growth is slower, and in the back of my mind, I start worrying about whether I will be strong enough to survive the end of this floor.

“Not at all.”

The monsters here, even ones of a higher level than me, are easy to kill. There’s no challenge, no risk. Nothing to make my blood flow. Nothing to push me hard enough.

“Good.”

Her mana hits me like an avalanche, and I feel her doing something to me, something I can’t even track. It makes me curious and annoyed at the same time. She then turns to Ruby.

“Your gift,” she says simply, and immediately Ruby activates her skill, the one she used to teleport us through vast distances, making space in front of her shrink and bend.

And then, I feel the gray-haired woman do something I didn’t know was possible. She connects to Ruby’s skill with an ease I can’t fathom, and she feeds it mana. She commands it— supercharges it, making it much stronger than it should be. She also does something else that I can only explain as changing coordinates. Her immense mana, which makes my body shiver, engulfs the room. I feel a push from behind my back.

Soft, almost gentle.

“It was annoying to watch you hunting here so safely,” she says.

Watch me?

“Do your best to survive, little pup.” The older woman’s voice is uncharacteristically gentle, and I enter the darkness, then the portal behind me disappears with a last pulse of mana.

The light disappears as it closes behind me, and I’m left in the darkness. I look around, but I can’t see anything. The darkness is absolute. The air feels cold and humid, and when I reach out with my hand, I touch a wall that is slightly wet and rocky.

A tunnel?

I take a step, and my shoulder hits the wall. The hallway or tunnel I’m in is really not that wide. My [Mana Perception] fires up, but I don’t feel any mana, and the skill doesn’t help me to map my surroundings.

So, I use [Armament] to create armor around my body. Even my [Kinetic Redistribution] is ready as I slowly walk through the darkness, stepping lightly, carefully touching the wall with my fingers.

My heart is beating faster than usual, and my body feels warmer. My breathing isn’t as calm as it usually is, but I still do not enter the [Focus]. I am enjoying this feeling as much as I can.

I send out a few thin threads of mana ahead of me, using them to probe my surroundings, getting a signal from them when they touch the wall. It’s all inspired by the traps the sniper who tried to kill me.

Perception continues to fire up more and more often as I’m trying to sense the mana that must be hiding somewhere. I finally enter [Focus] and continue to walk for what feels like minutes when what I expected, finally happens.

An attack tears through my [Armament] and stabs deep inside my thigh. It’s something extremely sharp and thin, like a needle. There’s almost no blood flowing out of the wound.

Immediately, I activate redistribution to slow the attacker’s escape while my hand, coated in wildly oscillating mana, swings down, trying to cut into whatever attacked me. I hit nothing. Something stabs me again in the same place. Perception doesn’t sense anything, threads of mana don’t touch anything, and redistribution isn’t absorbing any energy.

So, I jump back, hitting the wall with the back of my head covered in ethereal armor. But no other attack comes. Only then do I realize a weird feeling of warmth is spreading through my leg.

A poison.
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The poison doesn’t seem to be dangerous, at least not in the usual way a poison is dangerous. Even after half an hour, I only have a minor fever. The problem is what it does to my mana. As time passes, it makes my mana less and less controllable. It just messes it up somehow and makes it difficult to manage. My mana continues to flow freely, not being held at bay by my [Focus]. It’s fascinating. It’s dangerous.

There are already a few wounds all over my body, inside and out, from my mana clashing against it, but I continue to try to handle it, using the full power of my [Dual Focus] and my [Mana Manipulation].

One thing is for sure.

I had no idea that I had so much mana. I underestimated it, and only now do I realize how much I held it back, my body unable to bear more of it. Unconsciously, I controlled the amount.

But now? It continues to clash against my body, tear through the mana circuit, and flow quickly, thanks to my passive skill, Mana Flow. The monster didn’t come back again, so I suspect that it’s a hit-and-run tactic, probably waiting for me to die.

Just wait, you fucker, just wait.

Okay, my [Focus] and [Mana Manipulation] did level up as I continue to use them, not even being able to employ [Mana Perception] or [Armament]. But damn, I am super thankful for the Advanced Mana Manipulation upgrade. Without it, I would be screwed.

Well, it’s not like I’m not in it right now.

I’ve already walked quite a distance, and there’s still only pitch-black darkness, not a single speck of light. It’s cold, it’s wet, and I’m careful with every step, always reaching out with my hand to avoid hitting the wall. I continue to force myself to breathe slowly and deeply, and not to panic. It’s harder now that I can’t use [Focus].

For the first time in a long time, I start feeling some fear.

But it’s bearable. I’ve been through worse.
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What the fuck! It’s already been like ten hours?

No sign of the monster, and my mana is getting worse and worse every time I get better at handling it.

[Focus - Level 17 > Focus - Level 18]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 19 > Mana Manipulation - Level 20]

I’ve leveled up my skills again, but it just doesn’t stop. It’s getting worse. Every level-up only increases the time I can hold on, but it’s unable to stop the spread of the poison. Still, I did learn a lot and improved my control and my handling of mana. I can now more easily make it flow the way I want, hold it at bay, and direct it to places inside my body.

But can I level up fast enough to stop it, or will I need to try something else?
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Yep, I can’t hold on.

Another ten hours pass, and I stop moving, putting my entire mind into handling my mana. Thankfully, the monster doesn’t attack me, but I still keep a small part of my mind ready to fight back when it happens. When it attacks again, I will tackle it and take hold of my mana for a second, strengthen my body, and quickly demolish it. That will teach it.

The main problem now is my almost uncontrollable mana. For the first time, I feel a hint of fear from it, realizing how dangerous it is. There might even be some regret for not putting more points into constitution. But I won’t give up.

It’s MY mana.

It’s MY body.

I will push through as I always have.
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Okay, screw it. I don’t think I can hold on much longer. Let’s risk it.

Let’s finally create a construct.


CHAPTER 83

THE FIRST CONSTRUCT



First, I forcefully take control of my mana, straining my brain to do so. But I already know what to do. I tried it on the man who wanted to kill me; I also tested it on so many monsters. I gave it a lot of thought and testing. So, it’s time to do it for real.

I take a wisp of my mana and use it to etch the construct inside my body. Then I add more and more skills to do it.

I use [Mana Manipulation]

I use a super weak version of oscillation [Oscillation]

Then, [Mana Surge] fires up, boosting my [Mana Manipulation] as I am creating the construct.

It’s not exactly like Sophie’s; it has similarities to my trait and mana circuit as well.

While doing so, the world outside of my mind becomes distant thanks to my deep [Focus], and I feel a few more stabs at my body, the monster delivering the poison again.

But I ignore it, and the mana that starts tearing through my body, as I have to focus on creating the construct.

Every fiber of my being screams against the onslaught of mana, yet I grit my teeth and endure it. I’ve always known that this would be no easy task. It feels like a maelstrom is raging inside me, wreaking havoc on my internal organs and threatening to consume me. The raw, wild energy of mana refuses to be tamed.

Yet as the world around me fades into the background and my existence narrows down to this singular task, there’s a sense of calm that permeates my consciousness. Like the eye of a storm, calm amidst the chaos. The sensation is surreal, like I’m observing myself from outside, detached from the pain. The harshness of my environment, the cold stones under my battered body, frigid air; it all becomes secondary, put to the back of my mind.

I can almost visualize the intricate patterns of the construct, its complexity resonating with the very essence of my being. The inelegant yet beautiful pathways. In the end, it’s not only about surviving and taming my raging mana, it’s about creating something new. Something that is mine. I’m just pulling strings of energy, shaping it, crafting it. It’s a task that pushes me to my limits, a constant struggle against the raw, untamed force that is mana.

My arm twists and cracks, blood starts flowing from my nose and ears, one of my ribs breaks, and bruises appear all over my body. But I do not let it bother me. I continue to focus and slowly, carefully etch the pathways for the construct on my bones, connecting them to my circuit as well.

The construct slowly comes into existence, and I make it stronger and more resistant against skills such as [Disruption]. I cover it in my mana, I hide it under my circuit.

My ears ring, and I feel lightheaded. The pain of creating the construct is even worse than the pain of my body being ravaged by my own mana. It takes a lot of time—it feels like days, but in the end, I succeed.

A notification lights up. My first construct is as simple as this—the maximum I can do right now.

Congratulations, you have created your first 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!

You have acquired Reinforcement (Construct)

The versatile enhancement that uses mana to bolster the user’s physical and mental abilities. By infusing specific aspects of their being with mana, it can improve strength, agility, defenses, and mental resilience, providing overall support and stability for the user.

Immediately, I feel the pressure of my mana lessen, and quite a bit of it starts flowing inside the construct and through the pathways I created. I feel my body strengthening up, almost the same amount as when I’m strengthening it actively.

The efficiency is not that good, and it’s wasting a lot of mana, and it’s running the entire time instead of how I liked to use it—by sending pulses of mana through my body to strengthen the parts I wanted.

But it’s a start. I am sure I can improve it in the future. I like that it’s boosting multiple things.

Physically, thanks to my experience with boosting my body.

Mentally, thanks to my [Focus] and the fact that I wanted it to give me some resistance against mental attacks and the testing I did on all those Razorwings that had some sort of mental attacks.

But finally, some pain alleviates, and the mana I have to deal with right now lessens. Maybe 20– 30 percent of it flows into the construct. The efficiency is terrible. I could get the same results with 10 percent of my mana if I used it actively.

But there is a huge advantage. It’s passive. I don’t have to use my mind to do it, and anyway, I can’t use all of my mana right now. And as I found out, the amount of mana I have is much higher than I thought.

There’s also another advantage. I can turn it off and on anytime I want to.

One part of my [Focus] immediately uses [Mana Perception], and I start sending threads of mana along with it into my surroundings. I also send pulses of mana, using it as sonar, trying to calculate the room I am in and to find the monster.

I stop controlling my mana that’s not such a problem now as the construct sucks it up and uses it, and at the same time, my strengthened body handles it better.

I am excited. This opens up so many roads in front of me.

Your skill [Mana Perception] has evolved into [Perception].

[Mana Perception - Level 15 > Perception - Level 10]

My levels!

Give them back!

The heck!

What the hell?

Did I just “upgrade” my skill? Judging from the name, that’s not it. So have I acquired a skill that’s a higher version of my [Mana Perception], and they combined? That would confirm my theory that every skill has a tier or something like this. For example, Lily’s [Disintegration] should be an exceedingly high-tiered skill as it allowed her to, at such a low level, hurt Cinderbear.

Good!

I fire up [Perception], and much more information comes back to me this time. I can still track mana, but there’s more of it. I can create a map of my surroundings in my head. It’s all mostly visual, as there is no sound feedback, and the area is smaller than before, much smaller.

But I love it. The reason?

This little shit glued on the wall right over my head.

The monster immediately starts running away, but I send even more mana inside my body to strengthen it together with my construct and chase after it.

My speed is higher than I thought, so I crash against the wall, but I ignore it and resume the chase again after landing on the ground, quickly reaching the monster.

I still can’t sense any mana from it, even as I grab it by the neck. Suddenly, a tiny flame flares up from the monster’s mouth, lightly illuminating our surroundings. Now, I can see the text hovering over its head.

[Venomous Needle Imp - Level 40]

Another little asshole that gave me so much trouble. Once again, I am reminded that even someone much higher level can be fucked over by having a bad matchup.

Through my [Perception], I continue to observe the monster after tearing off one of its arms that has a stinger on it.

It’s similar to a goblin, just smaller and even thinner. Its skin is red, and its long ears are sharp. Also, its eyes are massive; they continue to look at me while the monster screeches, trying to kick me.

What are your skills? Show me. This can’t be all; you’re level 40.

Slowly, a fire starts glowing around the monster. Just a few wisps of flames here and there around it, but soon it’s set ablaze.

Before they can burn me, [Disruption] clashes against the monster, making its flames die off.

The monster screeches and tries to do it again.

And I watch.

[Disruption].

I watch.

[Disruption].

I track the flow of its mana, following it carefully. Watching as fires come into existence.

[Disruption].

Unfortunately, the monster stops after a while, totally out of mana and not even screeching anymore.

So I grab its leg and swing the imp against the wall.

Crack.

And again.

Crack. Splat.

[You have defeated a Venomous Needle Imp - Level 40]

I wait for a bit, but nothing happens. I’m still here, and there’s no portal. Okay, Granny, let me show you what I am capable of.

[Perception] fires off, and I start walking deeper inside the web of tunnels.
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Maya Jones

“He has a sister?!”

“Yes, she’s five years older than him.”

“Damn, it’s hard to imagine that guy having an elder sibling.”

“I know where you’re coming from, but just imagine a female version of him, only more sociable and significantly less forgiving.” The young blonde silences.

“That sounds terrifying.”

“More than you think.”


CHAPTER 84

TUNNELS



Venomous Needle Imps? They’re super easy to deal with.

Weaklings.

Fodder.

Trash!

Yup. Easy.

[Perception] locates them pretty easily, and in the encompassing darkness inside the tunnels, I can fight them without much trouble, even when they start using their fire skills. I dislike narrow corridors that don’t allow me to move as much as I would like, but it’s doable.

After what feels like another day, the poison from the monster finally disappears, and it feels as if someone lifted a massive weight off my shoulders. Moving mana is now so much easier.

So, I let another imp stab me with its stinger.

Yes. I did that.

And then two more imps.

Oh.

One more after that.

Then there is the construct helping me to keep my mana under control? Well, I can turn it off if I want to, right?

So yeah, I did that too.

Darwin Awards? I have a full room of them at this point.

Obviously, I’m not that suicidal, so I turn it back on if it feels like too much, but I improve more and more. Once again, I have confirmed that I improve the most under pressure, under life and death situations where I have no other choice but to get my shit together or die.

Partly, I blame it on my greed for more power, for more mana, for my goal to get to the level of people such as Champion Keiron, who can stop an entire empire from attacking the kingdom just by existing.

From his vantage point, what does he see? What does this world look like when you’ve got that kind of power coursing through your veins? And mana, that elusive, powerful force—what does it feel like for him? Is it a wild river he’s tamed or a familiar old friend? I want to know. More than anything, I want to stand where he stands, where he and the most powerful of this world stand. I want to see the world through their eyes. I crave that knowledge, that power. The very thought is like a fire in my veins, pushing me on.

Another reason is also my need for survival. It sounds counterproductive, risking my life to survive, but the stronger I become with an acceptable risk—judged by me—the higher my chance for survival.

[You have defeated a Crimson Imp - Level 54]

[Level 46 > Level 47]

[Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 21 > Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 22]

More mana!

Good.

Once again, I activate my construct to help me handle my mana, which is becoming unstable because of the poison, and after a long while, I check the quests.

Floor quest:

Witness the end of the world.

Rewards:

Skill upgrade token

20 stat points

Increased daily limit of community usage

Tutorial Difficulty change token

Okay, this one is still the same, what about side quests?

Side quest:

Reach level 50

Rewards:

Trait strengthening token

This one is close enough, and I am already curious about the strengthening of my trait. It’s called strengthening and not upgrade. Does it mean I won’t be able to pick an additional effect for it?

Probably?

Oh, and the new side quest I just acquired also seems nice.

Side quest:

Get 3 skills over level 20

Rewards:

Passive skill of your choice

To be honest, it kind of hypes me up.

I open my status:

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 2 – Mana-Infused Kingdom

Time left until forced return: 4y 309d 020h 48m 43s

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

Level: 47

Strength: 16

Dexterity: 17

Constitution: 52

Mana: 120

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 19

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 22

Perception - Level 11

Oscillation - Level 12

Kinetic Redistribution - Level 11

Armament - Level 12

Mana Surge - Level 7

Disruption - Level 8

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

[Skill Points: 0]

[Stat Points: 0]

Focus is almost there, and then there are multiple skills that can end up there, so let’s wait and see. As with all things inside the tutorial, this should also be based on my performance up until now, inside the tutorial, right?

And as I found out, passive skills have rarities, so the harder I try, the better rarity I am offered?

Oh, and the system? Please explain the rarities to me. How many are there? What is the highest, and what is the difference between them?

…Nothing?

Okay.

Screw you.

Anyway, back to my dinner.

I enter a deeper [Focus] as I continue chewing on a piece of raw meat from the body of an imp next to me.

It’s already been days, and the darkness continues to make me feel uneasy. The constant battles and the oppressive atmosphere are taking their toll on me. Yet, somehow, I find solace in my progress, in the knowledge that I am growing stronger with every challenge I overcome.

As I chew on the raw meat, my thoughts wander to Ruby’s master. What kind of person is she? How powerful is she?

I’ve encountered beings with one or two question marks next to their levels, but is there a higher level of power that even goes beyond that? Is she a Champion of the Kingdom, a Paragon of the Empire, or something else entirely?

I want answers to these questions.

The mystery surrounding her strength only fuels my desire to grow stronger and to be able to stand on equal footing with such powerful individuals. My ambition and my instinct for survival drive me forward, pushing me to take risks and challenge myself to reach that place.

One of my goals is to complete the side quest. I am particularly excited about the potential rewards—a trait-strengthening token and the chance to get a new passive skill.

The thought of strengthening my abilities is incredibly appealing, and I can’t help but wonder how much stronger I could become with the right combination of skills.

As I ponder my goals and my growing abilities, I can’t help but feel a sense of pride in my progress.

My mana has increased significantly, and my constitution has improved as well. My skills are leveling up, and I can feel myself becoming stronger with each passing moment.

But I know there’s still a long way to go, and I won’t stop until… until… I don’t know.

I’ll think of it when I get there.

Meanwhile, all this time, I’ve been trying to come up with a way to punch Ruby’s master right in her face. Unfortunately, I can’t even imagine such a situation. She’s just that powerful.

Up until now, I’ve met…

Oh, an imp.

An orb made of mana appears near me, and I boost it with [Mana Surge] and [Mana Manipulation]. It accurately hits the monster.

[You have defeated an Imp - Level 59]

So, up until now, I’ve met people who were one or two question marks. One question mark meant that they were at least 20 levels higher, but at what point do they turn into two question marks?

The questions!

It bothers me not knowing.

Tell me, spoil everything.

I need to know!

…Nothing? Okay.

Another thing, can’t these tunnels become wider? I don’t like the feeling they summon in me. I’ve never had claustrophobia, but damn, at this point, I might get it, and probably only thanks to [Focus] that I function properly.

I take back every complaint I had about the skill. At this point, I’m nearly sure that it’s most likely one of the most OP skills I could get.

Lily’s [Disintegration]? Screw that. Mr. [Focus] all the way!

That reminds me of the community, and in the chilling darkness of the tunnel, I open the community feed, my heart skipping a beat. A sense of loneliness hits me, reminding me of the isolation. As I stare at the list of messages, I feel the overwhelming silence of the tunnels close in around me. But in this isolation, I find some calm as well. It allows me to focus solely on my personal growth, on my own journey.

I tap out a short message on the screen.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I am fine.

Immediately after, I close it. Reading messages from others while I’m trapped in the tunnels doesn’t feel that good.
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[Level 47 > Level 49]

After a bit more time passed, my mana increased by three points just from struggling alone and then six more from level-ups.

Constitution also went up by two points without even leveling it up. That just shows how much pressure it all put on my body.

As for skills:

[Mana Manipulation - Level 22 > Mana Manipulation - Level 23]

[Focus - Level 19 > Focus - Level 20]

[Perception - Level 11 > Perception - Level 13]

[Armament - Level 12 > Armament - Level 14]

At this point, I started to get a feeling that it was all I could get from here.

I activated my [Perception], sending out invisible waves through the dark, damp tunnel. As the waves returned, I sensed the chilling presence of a serpent-like creature nearby. I could feel the outline of its massive body coiling around itself, and the hardness of its iron-like scales. The shape of its fangs, seemingly dripping with venom, emitted a sinister aura as I felt the creature’s overwhelming mana.

Oh boy, was I wrong.


CHAPTER 85

SERPENTS AND IMPS



Ihope that the imps I killed weren’t the serpent’s pets.

The monster slithers through the tunnels that are now wider, proceeding to gobble up a few detected imps.

Never mind.

My [Perception] is now terribly limited, and I send smaller and smaller pulses of mana, hoping that the serpent won’t be able to detect me. It’s as if I’ve swapped from using a flashlight to using a smartwatch display to light a massive room. But I don’t despair; my senses sharpen, and I make threads of mana even smaller and thinner.

[Perception - Level 13 > Perception - Level 14]

Slowly, I control the mana inside my body, slowing its flow and the amount I’m generating. Carefully, in a similar way to how I did when I killed Emeric.

Breathe in slowly.

Breathe out.

Carefully. Gently.

I barely sense movement in my surroundings, and this time, I hear a massive body moving in the darkness around me. I feel a presence within arm’s reach, and I feel the pressure it makes as its body slithers next to me.

More. Hide it more. Control it more.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 23 > Mana Manipulation - Level 24]

The movement stops, and for a long moment, I just stand there, ready to fire up the entirety of my mana if I get attacked.

But nothing happens, and little by little, the body next to me starts moving again.

At some point, parts of its body hit me, and I stagger and almost fall, with my nerves on edge and ready to fight. But the monster doesn’t notice, and it gradually disappears deep into the tunnels.

And I unhurriedly follow it.
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A few hours pass, and I continue to walk slowly behind the monster. My [Perception] improves more and more, yet without any level-up, as I continue to feel through it how the massive serpent deals with other monsters in the tunnels. I’m still hiding my mana, getting even better at it.

The serpent is savage; it’s fast and doesn’t hold back at all. Every attack feels as if it’s using the full power of its body and mana, and it easily tanks every counter-attack.

Currently, I have no idea what the monster is called or how high its level is. I still can’t see because there is no light. But from watching it and sensing its mana, I guess it’s a question mark.

Yet, I still track it while hiding my mana and limiting my [Perception]. Everything else doesn’t matter. Right now, I need to find its weaknesses, to learn its patterns and see how it reacts to attacks.

And then, when I think I am ready, I will hunt it.

Slowly, I start collecting mana inside my body, in my mouth, on my tongue. The same way I did with Emeric. A small bead of mana forms right over my tongue, and I continue to feed it more mana, making it denser and denser without increasing its size. One part of my [Focus] isolates it from the rest of my body, making sure there is an area around the bead that won’t let any mana signature pass. The second part of [Focus] continues to feed it more and more mana, making it denser.

Meanwhile, I’m sticking close behind the monster, trying to speed up. Even though I’m dumping a ton of mana into the bead, there’s still a lot left. Some of it’s being sucked up by a construct and sent back into me. But it can’t hide it all. Soon, some is going to leak out, and that’s when the monster’s going to sniff me out.

Carefully, I speed up, moving closer and closer to the serpent and preparing to attack, preparing for the fight that might follow. My heart is beating wildly, and the calming feeling of mana moving through my body washes over me.

It’s time.

Out of nowhere, I feel a sharp mana and turn toward it at the same time the serpent does. Fire flares up around us.

[Ironscale Serpent - Level ?]

[Scorching Imp - Level ?]

I see scales on the serpent’s head melt, and then a figure much smaller than the serpent lands on its head, and fire flares up around its body. With a terrible hiss and while thrashing around, the serpent flails, hitting me as well, and I roll on the ground, getting back on my feet as quickly as possible.

When I stand up, the serpent is already dead. A small creature holds on to its head.

Something like a laugh, echoes through the tunnel, and the flames gradually die out and we slowly return to darkness.

But before the light disappears, I see small yellow eyes looking straight at me.

[Focus] and [Perception] activate with full power. Then I open my mouth, and the bead I kept making starts to orbit around me. I immediately boost it with [Mana Surge].

On top of my body strengthening by construct, I boost it with mana and scramble to the side, skipping the first attack. Somewhere behind me, flames flare up again, and the monster screeches, unhappy that it missed me. My detection better than that of the serpent.

The mana orb starts spinning faster and faster, and I [Focus], but now that I can’t see, the skill doesn’t drain the colors from the world. Instead, my hearing becomes sharper, and it’s easier to calculate where the monster is coming from.

I evade him again, this time, absorbing some kinetic energy from the attack and shooting it back at the monster.

The mana bead spinning around me becomes as big as my fist, and I make it rotate and spin. My head hurts, and I feel mana flowing uncontrollably inside my body. Now that I can’t take care of it with [Focus] as I’m still slightly affected by the poison.

Flames spark up around the monster’s body, making it easier to locate, but quickly, I start feeling the heat.

[Disruption] flares up, and I use [Mana Surge] to boost it, trying to cancel the monster’s skill. It doesn’t help much, so I just jog backward, putting more distance between me and the monster.

Finally, I stop using other skills and focus on the orb spinning around me at a dizzying speed. I add [Oscillation] on the threads of the orb, and unable to hold it anymore, I sling it at the monster.

The orb hurtles through the air, its surface buzzing with vibrating mana. It’s so fast, it’s almost impossible to track. In a split second, it reaches the monster, which instinctively forms a fiery armor around its body. Even at my distance, I can feel the intense heat.

The monster evades, but not fully. As the orb, slightly diminished by the heat, reaches it, it performs an unexpected maneuver. Instead of simply striking, it unfurls in a surprising display of [Oscillation]. Sharp tendrils of mana, vibrating intensely, span out from it, forming a deadly pattern, as wide as I am tall.

In a heartbeat, too brief to fully comprehend, the oscillating tendrils slice through the imp. The creature is rendered into a gruesome assortment of body parts, an outcry of mana echoing through the space.

Just as abruptly, the tendrils of mana dissipate, the oscillating energy vanishing. All that remains are small particles of light, twinkling blue in the aftermath.

[You have defeated the Scorching Imp - 79]

[Level 49 > Level 50]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 24 > Mana Manipulation - Level 25]

[Oscillation - Level 12 > Oscillation - Level 14]

[Armament - Level 14 > Armament - Level 16]

Congratulations! You have successfully completed a side quest. You have acquired a trait-strengthening token.

With a loud sigh, I step back and lean against the side of the tunnel.

Where the hell did this little fucker come from?

My heartbeat slowly slows down as I calm bit by bit, only now realizing how close I was to death. While on guard, I invest my stat points and then start to think.

Should I strengthen my trait? What will happen if I strengthen Mana Circuit now when I am missing part of it? What will happen after I get my arm back, and the strengthened circuit doesn’t apply to it? What will happen if I get my arm and it doesn’t have a circuit at all?

Okay, let’s wait a bit with using it. There is also an option to use it for another trait that I might get, and that might be even better than the current one. As the system said, I can have three of them.

I wait a bit longer, but there are no signs of Ruby or her master. I guess she is not done with me yet.

But hey, at least I now have a snake to eat. Should be better than imp.
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More time passes. A few more days in the darkness of the tunnels. Each day seems longer than the one before, and the tunnels somehow feel even darker and more confined.

[Level 50 > Level 51]

[Perception - Level 14 > Perception - Level 15]

[Armament - Level 16 > Armament - Level 19]

[Oscillation - Level 14 > Oscillation - Level 15]

A few more imps died in my hands, some even higher leveled than the one that killed the serpent. It took what feels like a few days, but it’s hard to guess.

I can use the countdown to forced return to measure the time? I call bullshit: it feels much longer!

Currently, my [Armament] is stuck at level 19, probably another bottleneck, but not as massive as from level 9 to 10. Some other skills leveled up as well as I continued to try to use them only and as much as possible, making me a step closer to acquiring a new passive skill.

Damn, I really hope for something super nice. Taking a step to continue to walk through the tunnels, I feel the well-known mana behind me and stop, quickly closing my eyes as the light blinds me for a second.

I recognize Ruby’s mana, and there is a small crystal floating near her, emitting a soft, yellowish light.

“Well, you still look like shit.” Her voice is soft, and I can hear a hint of a smile in it, not laughing at me, just teasing. At this point, it seems like she uses the same greeting every time she meets me.

Mana flares up from her body, and both of us are moved somewhere else, a place I quickly recognize as the place where Ruby’s master sent me. She is sitting in a chair nearby, her carefully controlled mana signature barely squeaking out some presence.

There is something in the atmosphere that stops me from saying anything.

“Are you and the others really drifters?” she asks.


CHAPTER 86

BEYOND HUMAN COMPREHENSION



Isigh heavily and sink slowly into the chair, my eyes shut tight against the light I’m not accustomed to, while I use [Perception] to examine my surroundings. She doesn’t seem to mind.

“I’m not sure; that’s just what you guys call us,” I respond truthfully.

“And what do you call yourselves?” she scrutinizes, and I can’t help but think she’s using her mana to probe me without me even realizing it.

I begin to gradually open my eyes, carefully adjusting to the light.

I repeat a phrase I’ve said many times before to numerous people, the test I did to see their reaction. “We’re from Earth, and we got stuck in the tutorial. This world, your world, seems to be part of that tutorial. You are either being manipulated by the tutorial or, more likely, you’re not real at all—just copied over and over again for a purpose that’s unclear.”

Just like before, her reaction mirrors others’—it’s as if she doesn’t hear or can’t understand what I’ve just said.

Well, I guess that’s it. Let’s try…

“You said something, but I couldn’t make it out. Repeat it.”

Chills run down my spine, and despite the blinding light I’m not used to, I force my eyes open and gaze at the elderly woman before me. For the first time, her brow furrows, and I can sense her mana slowly intensifying. It’s as if I’m sitting next to a nuclear reactor.

Slowly but surely, I can feel more of her mana applying pressure and studying me. It expands into the world around us, creating an eerie silence that engulfs a larger area than I can comprehend. The entire kingdom? The whole continent?

Her mana, released now, radiated an intense pressure that is steadily growing. The room trembling in the wake of her raw power, each vibration chilling and reminding me of the force she holds. The world around us responds to her, terrified tremors echoing beneath our feet.

I feel as if I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, one misstep away from sure death.

“Repeat it.” Her voice is firm and leaves no room for refusal.

As I repeat my earlier words, her mana pressure increases. The ground beneath me starts to tremble more, and I hear a loud, cracking noise from the outside. The air becomes heavy, making it hard to breathe.

“Again.”

I repeat it once more. The sounds from outside give the impression of a collapsing mountain, and it’s noticeably darker than before. The noise of a cracking stone is almost deafening, and the whole house shakes. This continues until she intervenes, seemingly isolating whatever is happening outside from the events within the house.

After all this noise, the silence is almost deafening as she speaks. “I can’t hear it,” she whispers, evident confusion in her tone.

“Miss…” I begin cautiously, and the formidable presence disguised in human form in front of me slowly redirects her attention toward me.

Gently, delicately, I utter what I intended to say. “Have you met other drifters besides me and my group?”

“Of course, I have. Drifters are…” She trails off.

Her eyes widen, and she falls into silent contemplation. The world around us starts to shake again. A trace of annoyance crosses her face and everything comes to a halt. The world falls silent, and the air grows stale.

From her reaction, it seems like my suspicion was correct. This world, this duplicate of a world that once existed and was copied by the system, has never known drifters. It’s merely a mechanic employed by the system to introduce us, the people from the tutorial, into this world.

She looks at me one final time before standing up. In a split second, her mana flares up, and a long tear in space appears in front of her. She steps through it and vanishes.

The tear has an effect similar to Ruby’s skills. But where Ruby’s skills feel like she’s negotiating with the world using her mana to teleport, this master simply tears through it by the sheer force of her mana, disregarding efficiency.

“Damn, that was terrifying. What on earth did you say?”

Ruby slowly approaches me, but I’m already opening the door, eager to see what caused the noises I heard.

Stepping outside, I’m rooted to the spot because of the sight in front of me, overwhelmed, unable to comprehend what I see. The once majestic mountains, their peaks reaching higher than the highest on Earth, are now nothing but wreckage.

Decimated. Shattered.

What lies before me is an expanse of destruction that seemingly goes on forever, as vast as a sea stretching beyond the horizon.

The mountains are fragmented, and the earth beneath is fractured. And there, suspended in mid-air, are huge pieces of these mountains, as large as skyscrapers, as large as mountains themselves. These gigantic chunks hover, gradually descending toward the shattered ground below, gravity reclaiming its hold on them.

This destruction extends as far as I can see, devastation repeating itself over and over.

For a long moment, I’m completely at a loss for words and don’t even know what to think.
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Ruby quickly guides both me and Biscuit away, just before a huge chunk of what was once a mountain crashes down near us.

As we arrive in a new room, I can’t help but replay the events that just unfolded in the back of my mind. I can’t ignore it. The raw power needed to cause such destruction is beyond my comprehension.

“Is your master a Champion?” I boldly ask Ruby, hoping for answers.

“She… she is unique, ancient. I don’t know much more than you,” she says without her usual smirk or playful banter. “I’ve been with her for over forty years, and I still don’t fully understand what she’s capable of.”

Hmm? Another indirect answer to my question. It seems that reaching a certain level of power can halt, slow, or even reverse the aging process.

“Is she stronger than them?”

“I can’t say for sure, and you shouldn’t underestimate Champions and Paragons. They are more than capable of doing what the master did. Even I can say that she held back considerably.”

This is holding back? I pull Biscuit closer and begin to stroke his tiny head to calm myself a bit. No words echo in my head, and for that, I’m grateful.

It seems I drastically underestimated the power level of some people here. Survive the end of the world? At this rate, I’ll consider myself lucky if there aren’t many more people like her.

“Just get some rest, and I’ll wake you in a few hours, okay?” The redhead exits the room, leaving me alone with my always-hungry friend—time to sleep.

I lie down on the bed and slowly close my eyes. Recalling the darkness of long tunnels filled with unseen monsters, I decide to leave the lights on and gradually drift off to sleep, comforted by the warm body beside me.
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Hadwin Harper

The woman standing before me appears to be in her fifties, maybe even sixties. She has gray hair and is dressed in a black-and-white suit that, in my opinion, would be more suited for a man.

Despite her age, she moves with surprising agility, exuding an unwavering aura of confidence. However, I notice a tiny crack in that confidence as I recount my journey here.

Just like the others I’ve attempted to explain my situation to, she seems unable to grasp the concept of the tutorial and everything it entails.

For a fleeting moment, fear grips me as I consider how she might react and what she wants from me.

“Harper, what the hell did I tell you? Turn off the light and go to sleep!” My commander bursts into the tent. He freezes in the middle of his step after spotting the woman.

“Who the fu⁠—”

In an instant, he’s reduced to a bloody mess on the floor, his life extinguished before he can finish his sentence.

“Repeat it,” the woman commands and I quickly comply.

Her annoyance is more apparent this time, but she finally speaks after I’ve finished. “Go through the tear,” she orders, slashing the air with her hand.

It’s as if she’s torn open the fabric of reality itself, revealing a different place on the other side—a simple, cozy-looking room.

Quickly, so not to agitate her more, I step through. The tear closes behind me, leaving me alone in this new place, with the crazy gray-haired woman nowhere in sight.

Soon, I hear footsteps approaching from behind the door. It swings open to reveal a young woman dressed in a white, long-sleeved shirt and black pants. Her hair is a vibrant shade of red, and her eyes have a peculiar yellowish hue.

“Goddamn it, Master. You always make me do such annoying things.” She sighs as she sizes me up. “Well, I’m sure Nathaniel will be happy.” Her smile grows wider.

Oh no.


CHAPTER 87

HADWIN HARPER



Hadwin Harper

It’s hard to wrap my head around it.

A telepathic corgi, a psychopathic one-armed young man, and a mysterious redheaded woman all sit around a simple table.

The corgi persistently begs for food, while four purple arms made of mana hover around him, attempting to snag any unattended food.

The young woman eats slowly, continually teasing the young man without a hint of concern for his silent resentment, which is visible in his eyes despite his unchanging expression.

Nathaniel just sits there. From the place where his arm used to be, a new one grows, made of mana. Its pale blue light shines, and he moves it around, bending it at the elbow, twisting the wrist. Even the fingers move, making it all look incredibly difficult.

They all seem accustomed to each other’s company, looking almost like a group of siblings. And I’m just sitting there awkwardly.

Occasionally, Nathaniel glances at me for a moment but doesn’t say anything.

“Nat! You suck at this. Look, it’s simple!” The young woman continues to tease him while two mana arms float around her, behaving exactly as normal arms would.

And she does it with such ease.

(Asshole!) The corgi continues to shout his new favorite word. Even though his mana arms aren’t as perfect as the woman’s, they come close.

They both continue to tease the young man, who watches them quietly with curious eyes.

At this moment, he doesn’t seem like the homicidal man I’ve always taken him for. He appears more like an older, patient brother being teased by his younger siblings.
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Biscuit, you’re a good boy, but enough is enough—no more of your favorite snacks.

Also, move your mana arms a bit slower so I can observe them better. They’re not as good as Ruby’s, but it’s easier to learn from slightly worse versions than from her nearly perfect ones.

And, Ruby, just wait. I swear I’ll steal the entire batch of sweets you’re hiding in the living room. I know you’re saving them for later and that they were super expensive.

My revenge will be terrifying.

I notice Hadwin watching me, but I don’t acknowledge him and let him continue observing.

Right now, I don’t know what to do with him. He seems to have been sent here by Ruby’s master, so hurting him is out of the question. I’ll just wait and see.

I have time; there’s no need to rush.
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The afternoon slowly turns into the night. At some point, Ruby brings some alcohol and encourages us all to drink it. It tastes like a mix of strawberry and basil. It’s cold, and I really enjoy the taste. As I continue to sip it, I observe the people around me as time passes.

At some point, the corgi falls asleep, and Ruby leaves.

I end up in the room with Hadwin and Biscuit’s head on my thigh. I continue to caress him while my mana arm clumsily holds the glass of alcohol, and I drink.

“Will you hear me out?” Hadwin asks.

Our eyes meet for a second. He’s serious. I nod and wait curiously for him to continue.

“It’s about the deal I want to make with you.”

Interesting, does he think that I would be interested?

“Allow me to explain.”

I remain silent, so he continues.

“I used to be a policeman.” He pauses, and, seeing no reaction, continues. “Damn, you’re not making this easy.” He sighs. “I met people like you… Let me correct that. I met people that I thought were like you.”

I caress Biscuit’s head and slowly sip from the glass held by my mana arm.

“But you’re different, and I’m still not sure how to categorize you right now. Trying to kill you was probably a mistake on my part; still, I want to make you an offer that would benefit both of us.”

He takes a big gulp of his drink and looks at me.

“Until the end of this floor and for the entire duration of the next one, I will work with you. I will deal with people for you, and help you so you can focus on your training and leveling as much as you can. I have a lot of experience in this kind of stuff, so you wouldn’t be on the losing side. You could see it on the first floor. I’ll also share all the information I have with you.”

I notice that he hasn’t specified what he wants from me in exchange, likely to make the offer sound even more appealing. He’s probably predicting that I’ll behave similarly to how I did on the first floor, allowing him to extract some use from me as well.

It’s a tempting offer. All I have to do is give up my revenge.

Well, it was a pathetic attempt on my life, and up until then, he was more helpful than annoying. I also have already beaten him, which made me feel better.

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

I nod.

“Okay,” he repeats, then laughs helplessly.

“Now, tell me about these five-hundred-year-old healers.”

What the heck are they? This is the first time I’ve heard of them. It sounds so cool!

The older man just sighs quietly before he explains.
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I enter the room next to the one where we were drinking. Ruby sits there, close to the fireplace, sipping from a bottle next to her. The bottle is beautiful, like a brilliant diamond cut into a stunning shape, with a small amount of red-colored alcohol inside.

“That was nice of you, to forgive the poor old man,” she says and smiles at me as I sit down next to her in front of the fireplace.

She offers me the alcohol, and I take a small sip.

I’ve never tasted anything better in my life.

“I see you like alchemical wine.” She retrieves the bottle and continues to sip from it, looking at me.

“I don’t even want to know the price.” I reach out, and she hands me the bottle while smiling playfully.

“Yes, you don’t want to know.” After I take a sip, she grabs it back and stares at the fire inside the fireplace.

At that moment, she looks so lonely, so weak.

But then the moment passes, and a smile forms on her face—a smile that often seems so fake.

Then she moves closer and lies down with her head on my thigh. She looks up at me, and this time, her smile seems more genuine and cheeky.

“I think I understand why Biscuit likes lying down like this so often. It’s surprisingly comfortable.”

I sigh. At this point, I might get offered a class called ‘Novice Body Pillow.’

“Tell me, Nat. Do you want to know my real name?”

Please, don’t call me Nat.

“Not really.”

She’s still smiling, but I see it’s not as genuine as before.

“That’s so like you.” She lifts her hand and pokes my nose, similar to how I boop Biscuit’s nose.

It doesn’t matter what her real name is. I will always remember her as Ruby. A poor woman imprisoned and used by the system or maybe not even real. Just one of the multiple copies of Ruby. One of many.

“You have a scary look on your face.”

I guess? Somehow it doesn’t feel good. I don’t like it.

“Nat, don’t ever become like my master, please,” she says after a short pause for thought. Her face is serious as she looks at me, holding my head with both her hands while lying down on my lap.

She makes me look at her. “Don’t let yourself be seduced by her power, by her mana. She’s so lonely, so cold, so scary. I wouldn’t like for you to become like that.” She pinches my cheeks. “Just stay the way you are now. Maybe try to smile a bit and show your affection to other people more.”

That just doesn’t sound like me.

She pinches harder.

Oi, that hurts.

I try to grab her hand, to move it away, but I can’t budge it an inch. She is so much stronger.

I sigh and let her continue to pinch my cheeks, and she smiles victoriously. After a while, she stops, bored by my lack of reaction.

A quiet laugh emanates from her.

“We have an entire room free. There are so many places to sit, yet we are so close to each other.”

You’re the one to blame.

“It feels comfortable, you know.” She adjusts herself, making herself more comfortable while the fire continues to crackle in the fireplace. She picks up the bottle, takes a sip, and spills a tiny bit of alcohol. She then laughs a bit. “Oops, I just spilled alcohol worth a gold.”

Cold sweat starts running down my back. Worth how much?

“You’re a good listener.” She closes her eyes after putting away the bottle, and her voice becomes quieter and softer. “I know you won’t tell anyone, and your presence is so calming. You’re so incredibly weak, yet you always seem to know what you want and what to do. I’m jealous of you.”

She pauses and, out of nowhere, says, “Pet my head the way you do with Biscuit, and I’ll subtract 10 gold from your debt.”

I immediately start doing so, gently caressing her red hair. She shudders under the first touch, but then a small smile appears on her lips.

I like this smile. It feels much more honest than any smile she’s shown up until now. She’s like a small child pretending to be strong, but I know the truth after spending some time together. Deep inside, she’s just another unhappy soul, too weak to be true to herself.

Lately, she’s been nice to me and even taught me a few things, so let’s give her a little extra. I lean closer to her ear and whisper, “I will never forget you.”

She freezes, her eyes opening wide, almost scared, surprised, and not knowing how to react. I burn that view into my memory and cover her eyes with my hand.

I will never forget this lonely young woman who likes to pretend she’s brave.

Not even if she’s just another fake, one of the many.


CHAPTER 88

STRENGTHENED TRAIT



Behold my strengthened Mana Circuit!

Congratulations, your trait has been strengthened.

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.

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.

There were no options, and it just straightforwardly strengthened my Mana Circuit. The effect seems nice, so I don’t complain.

What made me change my mind and use it?

Perhaps it was Ruby’s lonely figure as she sat in front of the fireplace. Or maybe it was the realization that things never go the way I want them to. I just want to be as prepared as possible, even if it means making a mistake or two in the process. As of now, everything seems fine. My body feels more composed, and my mana puts less strain on me as my enhanced circuit alleviates some of the effects.

But as I lie in bed, barely holding back screams of pain as my trait continues to strengthen, I think. What are the limits of the system, and how far can it change my body? As many times before, it all feels just like a start—a small step toward a bigger goal.

And the journey to that point is mine to make.
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I wave a piece of meat in front of Biscuit while he continues to try to grab it with his four mana arms. Every time he is close to grabbing it, I use [Disruption] to cancel his mana arms.

The corgi doesn’t seem happy with that and barks a few times while trying to jump and grab it.

I am teaching him, right?

Yup, totally teaching.

I’m not being petty and taking revenge for last night when he continued to create mana arms to make fun of me while I tried to practice creating my own.

Totally teaching him.

I don’t know what kind of system he got, but he better learn to put some stats into physical attributes!

After a few more minutes, I just throw it at him, and he grabs it, instantly running behind the couch to hide and eat it.

You little twerp, I won’t steal it from you now.

Then I turn back to Hadwin, and he sighs and starts using [Disruption] on me while I defend against it.

We already had some talk, and I learned about his skills. They are [Disruption] and [Detection]. That explains why he did so well while scouting back on the first floor. His other skill is [Strengthening], which he can use to fortify his body, his skin, his bones, or the weapons in his hand. It makes nearly anything he touches more durable and stronger.

Quite an interesting skill. I might try to learn it later.

Another skill he has is [Wound Contraction], and that’s it. At this point, I am not too surprised. Lately, I have come to confirm my suspicion that I might be overly talented at learning new skills.

Is it my talent, something I am good at? Is it thanks to a combination of my skills [Focus], [Mana Manipulation], and [Perception] that allow me to learn them?

I don’t know, but that’s not so important right now! What’s important is Hadwin’s skill! A quasi-healing skill! If I learn it, it might give me some hints on how to learn Lily’s skill, and damn, that would be amazing.

Once again, I come to be satisfied with my decision to not let my feelings take over and get rid of him. Sure, it might be hard to get along with him, and I am not too keen on forming friendships, but hey, I will use him to the fullest and might help him here and there, as thanks.

And then, maybe sometime in the future, I can try to create a construct for him. He is quite durable, and it might strengthen him a lot, and it would help me learn a lot.

Okay?

Okay!

It’s the first time I am actually spending some time with Hadwin. I am not counting the time when we had to sneak through the forest and meet to exchange a few words, and then I went with Tess to scout.

Ruby is gone again, so there are only two of us and the doggo. The older man seems to have some sense, so he is not talking too much, and there is no annoying small talk.

It’s slowly making me more comfortable, and while I continue to observe his skills, I also observe him.

Even after all we went through, he seems to have some sort of confidence in himself and doesn’t twitch every time I move as the kids did after seeing me fight. He is a realist, and now that we have a deal that’s good for both of us and I have no reason to hurt him, he seems calmer and a bit more friendly.

He tells me about his experience with Ruby’s master, who kidnapped him.

He tells me about an army he was sold to, an army that is fighting against the Empire led by a Mind Manipulation Emperor.

And I listen quietly, only asking more questions here and there, creating an idea about the situation in this world. I don’t have to do that much as the man gives me the most important information briefly, clearly, and understandably. Out of curiosity, I ask him once again why he wanted to kill me so much, not fully believing it was only because of what he told me about last time.

He gives me an evasive answer, something about someone close to him being hurt by someone who reminded him of me, and I don’t ask more.

I understand, but it’s still not easy to fully “understand.” I am not a person to be easily swayed by my feelings, and usually, when I am, it’s only because I decided that it’s safe and it won’t go against my own good. People aren’t usually like that.

Talking to Hadwin right now, after we almost fought to the death not so long ago, feels weird. Not weird in a way that I am uncomfortable. I already moved my feelings aside, so it’s okay. It’s weird, in a way, how quickly things can change after sharing a conversation or two.

As for things he did to survive?

Who am I to judge? I still remember the weight of pieces of Emeric’s body. I still remember the sight of Ethan, whom I had thrown, flying through the air toward the Cinderbear.

People are difficult to deal with. Emotions are difficult to deal with.
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So, as the newest member of our small group, it’s up to Hadwin to cook. I decided it, and the man just looks at me, and I am sure he sighs somewhere deep inside, but then he just cooks.

Ruby sometimes disappears for a day or two and eats outside, but we have some food here. And that’s good because we are once again in the middle of nowhere. The cottage we are staying at is nice and well-equipped, but we are surrounded by nothing, just plains of grass that sway in the wind.

No monsters, no humans. I blame Ruby’s master. Her behavior became all weird after the last time we talked and she destroyed an entire mountain range.

So I do what I can when I can’t level up. I try and try to improve my skills.

My mana arm is coming along nicely, and I can move it in the elbow pretty well, and the fingers are getting there as well. I can already grab some things. Yes, I do not have any feeling in the arm and have to continue to watch it, but I am quickly getting used to it.

Now that I strengthened my trait, controlling my mana becomes easier, and I don’t have to put my entire [Focus] into handling it. Currently, I am using one [Focus] to handle my mana and control the arm made thanks to [Armament] and [Mana Manipulation], while the remaining part of [Focus] is free to do anything I want.

So I observe my construct, but I do not dare to make any changes to it. Now that I am out of the tunnels, I have a feeling that I was a little bit too reckless or brave to do it, and as I observe the result, I come to realize how a little mistake could have killed me.

But hey, it worked out pretty well. Yup, the construct is kind of wasteful and not that efficient when it comes to turning my mana into some kind of effect, but my mana pool is big enough to handle it without me even realizing it. Plus, it’s a passive effect that boosts my body in a similar way to boosting my stats.

And if I ever need more mana, I can turn off the construct.

I like it. I like it a lot.

Already I am coming up with ways to improve my current construct and increase efficiency, and can’t help but feel some excitement while imagining what I can do in the future.

The goal for the future is to have multiple constructs I can turn on and off and have them run in the background. I can prepare a construct for many different situations or types of opponents and then use the ones that will be needed and have them run passively.

Finally, I found one of the uses for my ever-increasing mana!

I also come to realize that my construct bears a little bit of similarity to my [Focus]. Just instead of part of my mind taking care of it, it’s the circuit I etched into my body.

This is something I have to think about.

But now I need to practice a bit more. I’m really close to finishing the side quest, and the reward—a new passive skill—is within reach.


CHAPTER 89

NEW PASSIVE SKILL



Okay, one question first: why is Hadwin such an exceptional cook? I mean, seriously good. Yes, I understand the stereotype of American dads being grillmasters, handling barbecues for multiple families while casually sipping cheap beer, and Hadwin seems to fit that image perfectly.

But honestly, his cooking skills astound me.

Soup? He’s got it covered. Main dish? His grilling skills are top-notch, always serving up tender and juicy meat. He can even whip up a dessert, spending just one or two hours each day experimenting to get accustomed to the kitchen appliances here that run on glowing stones imbued with mana.

Currently, I’m even more pleased with my decision and am considering letting him take over cooking duties.

As for the mana stones so commonly used here? I tried examining one, and Ruby laughed at me for several minutes as I continued to scrutinize it. She explained that even she can’t discern their structure or the intricate mana pathways etched inside each stone, similar to circuits.

She mentioned that many stone manufacturers incorporate fail-safes and traps to prevent their competition from replicating them.

To put it bluntly, I can’t make heads or tails of it with my current skills and decided to give up. Just to be safe, I took a few of them, and Ruby added their cost to my running tab. Right now, though, it’s mostly an inside joke between us; I don’t think anyone really cares about the gold anymore.
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Finally, I lift the corgi into the air using both hands, one normal, and the other formed from pale blue mana. It’s solid and lacks sensation, but its mobility is vastly improved.

The corgi looks at me, surprised, mouth slightly agape, tongue lolling out. Oddly, he seems to be enjoying the experience, his tail swinging side to side, and his free-hanging hind legs flailing slightly.

He also forms two arms from purple mana, which reach out to gently pet my head, similar to how I pet him.

(Good.)

Hey, you little rascal, just how intelligent are you? Are you mocking me? Making fun of me?

His face seems too innocent, and I’m in too good a mood to argue. I let him down and put him on the ground. Immediately, he turns and dashes toward Hadwin, who’s once again busy cooking something.

(Asshole!) he sends toward the older man.

“How many times did I tell you not to call me that? You’re smart enough to stop it by now…”

I tune out the rest of his grumbling.

Who do you think taught our precious Biscuit to continue calling you like that?

Yes, it was me! Nathaniel Gwyn!

Yes, I am aware that I’m being petty. But back to more important matters. By successfully creating an almost human-like arm made of mana, two of my skills leveled up.

[Focus - Level 20 > Focus - Level 21]

[Armament - Level 19 > Armament - Level 20]

I even managed to break through the bottleneck in [Armament], which is a significant accomplishment. As if to reward me, I completed my Side quest!

Side quest:

Get 3 skills over level 20

Rewards:

Passive skill of your choice

Excitedly, I open the window to check the passive skills:

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: Innate Resilience (Common) - The user’s physical durability benefits from their high mana levels.

Passive Skill: Wound Closure (Uncommon) - The user’s natural healing rate improves when their mana is above a certain threshold.

Passive Skill: Adaptive Physiology (Rare) - The user’s body adapts to various physical and energetic strains, enhancing overall resilience.

Passive Skill: Mana Veil (Uncommon) - The user’s mana emits a subtle veil, making it more difficult for others to perceive and analyze their magical presence.

Passive Skill: Mana Momentum (Uncommon) - The user’s mana intertwines with kinetic energy, allowing them to harness and redirect kinetic forces with increased efficiency.

Passive Skill: Mana Conduit (Uncommon) - The user’s body acts as a better conduit for mana, enhancing the speed at which they can channel mana.

Passive Skill: Chaotic Pulse (Rare) - The rhythm of the user’s heartbeat passively disrupts nearby mana, causing interference in the abilities of others.

Passive Skill: Cerebral Harmony (Rare) - The user’s mind and mana harmonize, boosting their ability to shape and manipulate mana.

Passive Skill: Parallel Processing (Common) - The user’s capacity to handle multiple streams of information increases.

Passive Skill: Solid Manifestation (Common) - The user’s ability to solidify their mana improves, enhancing the strength and stability of their creations.

Oh boy, here we go again.

Common, Uncommon, and Rare are the skill rarities. Judging by their names, I suppose I should ignore anything below ‘Rare,’ even though some of them sound quite appealing. For instance, Parallel Processing, Wound Closure, and even Mana Conduit all sound tempting.

I’ve also noticed that the system allows me to upgrade skills using skill upgrade tokens. Will there be tokens specifically for passive skills?

I check the quest list, but there’s no new information, only the existing floor quest:

Floor quest:

Witness the end of the world.

Rewards:

Skill upgrade token

20 stat points

Increased daily limit of community usage

Tutorial Difficulty change token

No new side quests appear. I have a feeling that I shouldn’t gamble. Passive skills seem different from active ones because they have rarities assigned to them, so perhaps they can’t be upgraded.

This likely leaves me with three rare skills to choose from, all of which sound fantastic.

Adaptive Physiology is probably a result of enduring absorbed kinetic energy and my excessively high mana. Selecting it could improve my pain tolerance, allow me to absorb more kinetic energy, and even use more mana.

It sounds brilliant.

The next option is Chaotic Pulse, likely tied to [Disruption] and perhaps also [Mana Surge]. I have a new question: how significant is its effect? The description doesn’t provide much detail, so the effect could be rather modest.

There’s also a potential downside to Chaotic Pulse. What if I can’t turn it off like my construct? What if it prevents me from receiving healing from Lily or disrupts others fighting by my side?

Sure, it could enhance my abilities, but it might hurt me just as much. Plus, I already have [Disruption], so do I really need a passive version?

The final option is Cerebral Harmony, which might be my favorite. It’s definitely linked to [Mana Manipulation] and possibly [Focus].

Right now, I don’t have many issues with my mana, thanks to upgrading [Mana Manipulation] and the construct I’ve created. But in the future, this could allow me to infuse more mana into my stats without worry, and even help me utilize my skills faster.

It could speed up my skill-learning process, improve multiple skills, and even let me work better with constructs, which is probably the most significant boost I could receive at this point.

However, Adaptive Physiology also sounds promising. It, too, could enhance my handling of constructs and simplify their creation.

With too many good choices, first-world problems strike once more! But who am I kidding? It’s obvious which one I will pick.

I select Cerebral Harmony (Rare), close my eyes, and brace myself for the impending pain.

And oh boy, does it come.

It feels like red-hot nails are being hammered into my head. I feel as if I might break my teeth from how tightly I’m clenching them. Sweat pours down my body as the system alters me, fortifying me and better attuning me to mana in preparation for the passive skill. Gradually, after what feels like too long, the pain subsides, and I exhale deeply, opening my eyes.

My hand is shaking, wet with sweat, pressed against my forehead; I begin to calm down.

Sensing my distress, the dog runs over and nudges my leg a few times. He continues doing this until I pet his small head, then he looks up at me, his smart eyes slowly blinking.

I pet him again, gradually coming to the realization that I have a soft spot for animals or people that show me affection. It makes me feel warm inside, albeit slightly uncomfortable, unsure of how to react.

It compromises my ability to make rational decisions. Yet, there’s nothing I can do. I am vulnerable when faced with unconditional affection.

I acknowledge this. I understand that it’s a weakness, one I should perhaps overcome, but at the same time, it feels precious to me.

To my amusement, one word sounds in my mind.

(Asshole.)

Yet, it sounds soft, almost gentle.

Goddamn it, you little jerk.

I ruffle his head gently while internally smiling, even though it’s likely not noticeable on my face.

Once more, the corgi slowly blinks at me before scampering back to Hadwin. I recline, lying down and looking at the ceiling.

My mana is even less of a concern now, and I release some of the [Focus] that kept it at bay. It feels as if I can move it more easily, as if before there was some delay, some lag, and high latency. Now it’s smoother, and the mana moves almost exactly as I will it to move and does what I want it to do.

I conjure a translucent arm at the stump of my left arm and reach out toward the ceiling. The mana fingers move skillfully, almost exactly like real fingers would.

Yes, I still have to maintain one [Focus] just to use the mana arm, but the difference is significant. The arm even looks more human-like and is shaped very similarly to my right one.

I will it to extend, and the length of my arm increases. I concentrate, and the fingers become longer with something resembling blades at the tips. The hand becomes bigger, and the arm more muscular—though it doesn’t actually change its strength.

Then I let it dissipate and create a small orb of mana, which I let hover above me. I condense it further and further, start shaping it, dividing it into many smaller ones, and causing them to spin.

For a while, I just lie there and practice.


CHAPTER 90

A VIEW FROM ABOVE



Noname (Hell, Group 4) - I’m fine.

Sset (Hell, Group 4) - Same here.

StrongestOne (Hell, Group 4) - I’m trying to level up as much as I can.

Grumpy (Hell, Group 4) - Noname, I yoinked some gold for you! It was easier than I thought.

Idon’t have the heart to tell Lily that I probably won’t be needing it anymore, and just praise her for the good job.

While reading other messages and hoping for some useful information, I think about Sophie. Up until now, I haven’t seen her in the forum, not even the twins or her sister.

Are they all unable to do so, or do they just not want to and continue to watch what others write? The second option is something I think is more probable.

I close the forum and look at the five orbs orbiting me. They are now bigger, almost like golf balls, and their shade of blue is darker than before as they spin around me.

Every orb has its own orbit, and some of them spin clockwise, and some counterclockwise.

Sometimes, I focus on one of them and absorb its kinetic energy, which I then use to boost the spinning of other orbs that are anchored to me and orbiting around me.

What should I do with Sophie in case both of us survive the second floor? Will I even meet her on this floor or have to wait until the third one? If yes, what then?

Should I take revenge right there? I could; I can put her sister to sleep and then do it so the little girl doesn’t have to watch it. Sure, she would hate me then and stay nearly alone, relying on herself and possibly the help of some strangers. It would make me feel sour, but I can do it if I decide to.

Another option is keeping her alive because of her questionable usefulness, but in that case, it’s something that could continue to be used as an excuse until the end of my life. I just think that her skills are just that useful, and she is worth keeping alive.

Can I forgive her?

I think so. As always, strong feelings slowly dissipate with time, especially now that I haven’t seen her for so long. And from the start, it wasn’t that she actively wanted me dead; she just put herself and her sister first and proceeded accordingly.

That’s something I can understand.

So, is it risky to keep her alive? Absolutely.

On this floor, the emperor of Solaris Empire is a Mind Mage, manipulating people who are strong enough to be compared to an atomic bomb back on Earth. Hell, they might even be much stronger.

A single man able to manipulate the masses and control such powerful people. It’s extremely dangerous.

I can’t trust her because, in a way, she is similar to me. Her life and her sister’s are the most important to her, and that’s why she didn’t have trouble manipulating others. I would do the same, and maybe even in more cruel ways.

So, what now? I like how I solved things with Hadwin. We will work together for some time, and then it will be forgiven. His cooperation was used as payment for trying to take my life.

Sure, it’s not like we totally trust each other, but the man knows that I will become unreasonable the moment he goes back on our deal. At the moment, I am stronger than him and just need to keep it that way. I could do something similar with Sophie, maybe by threatening to hurt her sister.

I need to talk with her. I need to hear her honest thoughts. Seeing how she acted up until now, she wouldn’t mind joining forces, but the moment things go sideways, I would have to watch my back. Plus, I am not sure if she would be okay with that instead of trying to again create her own team. But there might be an easy solution for that.

I need Tess back. I need Lily and I will somehow deal with Kim. I have Hadwin. Maya will be handled by Tess. I know that the two girls were taken together, and knowing Tess, I’m sure she will become good friends with Maya. She is just that scary and smart.

So that leaves out the twins, who are who knows where. Hadwin will have to take them in.

At that moment, everyone from our tutorial group would be under my influence, leaving Sophie no choice. In the worst-case scenario, I could use some force, but I would prefer not to. Then I would have people watch her even more carefully. Tess, Hadwin; either of them is good or most likely able to control her if she didn’t become too strong.

Sounds good!

The orbs stop spinning around me, and I let them and the mana arm dissipate and stand up, turning my Reinforcement construct off.

Unlike others, my strength and dexterity aren’t that high, so I don’t have trouble moving inside the rooms and using things such as doors. But after getting passively boosted by my construct, I destroyed a few pieces of furniture, not having learned to control my power, so I am slowly getting used to it.

And hey, turning it off allows me to train my mana handling a bit more, even though it’s not that difficult with my new passive skill.

As I enter the kitchen, I see Biscuit waving his mana arms around, trying to grab some food from the table. Once again, I am surprised at how good he is at it. Heck, dogs don’t even have arms and hands, so how is he using them so skillfully? There was one day when he even stopped using his legs to walk and used four mana arms as a replacement for his legs. It was too creepy, so I instantly used [Disruption].

At this point, I am worried that soon he will learn to counter my disruptive skill, so I don’t use it that much.

The era of animal archmages is drawing nearer.

The arm made of mana forms from my shoulder, and I use it to move the chair and sit on it, opposite Ruby, who glances up from what she was reading. “What?”

“I want to hunt something.”

“Master ordered me to keep you all here.”

Yes, I know, I know. It’s annoying. “Teach me magic, train with me.”

“No and no. I’m terrible at holding back and really hate teaching. Sorry,” she says, with a real hint of an apology.

The young woman and I have come to talk a bit more lately. She isn’t even acting so insincerely extroverted anymore, and her real personality is cheeky, but much less than she showed initially. I also have a feeling that I did something she appreciated, so she is toning it down while dealing with me.

I sigh, yet I am slowly getting bored. Yes, I am getting better at using my skills, but every time I grew and improved, it was in life-or-death situations. Sure, I could also improve in safety while learning from a teacher, but that’s not something I have been able to do.

In the end, I exit the cottage and look around.

We are in the middle of nowhere, and as far as I can see, there is only a flat grassy plain. No trees, no mountains, no hills, nothing. Just a grassy plain for miles around. It feels somehow fake.

I stand there, and [Kinetic Redistribution] fires up, and I use it to absorb all the energy from the swaying grass around me and the gentle wind. I slowly increase the area and absorb more and more, being able to do it thanks to my now activated Reinforcement construct and my new passive skill.

A massive area around me becomes motionless and quiet, then I use all of this energy to propel myself high in the air.

While floating up there, I absorb more from the wind around me and push against the air under me. It’s terribly inefficient in comparison to pushing against something firm, but I still force myself higher and higher.

Soon, I reach the height of the tip of a skyscraper and look around.

From this altitude, everything looks different. The grassy plain below is a flat, wide expanse of uniform green, like a huge outdoor carpet. The sunlight reflects off it, giving it a soft, muted glow. The horizon seems to curve subtly, a reminder of the planet’s roundness.

Yet I see no movement, nothing but the flat green stretching out in every direction. It’s quiet up here, away from the world. The sky above is a deep, clear blue, unmarred by clouds.

I’m alone in this vast space, the silence only broken by the soft rustle of the wind against my clothes.

Despite the simplicity, or perhaps because of it, there’s an undeniable beauty to the view. It’s a stark, raw kind of beauty, the kind that makes you feel small and insignificant in the grand scheme of things. It’s humbling and awe-inspiring in a way that’s difficult to put into words. I just float there, taking it all in.

Then I begin to descend and I have to absorb more mana to keep myself high up. I feel myself calming down even without my skill activated.

The view is something I would never ever be able to see if it wasn’t for mana, and I love it.

I start losing altitude again, and this time, I don’t fight it. The air continues to hit my clothes and body, and I can hear it next to my ears, as I am falling down faster and faster.

When I am not that far away from the ground, I absorb my own kinetic energy and immediately slow down, gently landing in the grass. I shoot the remaining energy toward the sky and breathe out.

Everything looks so normal again.

I get ready to repeat it when I feel massive mana from inside the cottage, the mana of Ruby’s master.

I head toward the cottage. Inside are four people. An old, gray-haired but immensely powerful woman, twin boys, and Kim.


CHAPTER 91

IT'S YOUR TURN



“Hello, Nathaniel,” Kim says quietly. From his stance, it’s easy to see how nervous Ruby’s master makes him.

Moreover, is she collecting us like Pokémon? At this rate, she’ll have us all in no time.

The gray-haired woman’s eyes scan me over, and her brow furrows a bit.

“Ruby,” she says simply, while walking outside. The red-haired woman gestures for us to follow her as well.

There, the older woman swings her arm, and a tear in the air appears, with a sound akin to bending iron. Inside the tear is a different place, and I notice monsters.

[Ember Serpent - Level ?]

[Mireblood Troll - Level ??]

[Thornclaw Lynx - Level ?]

And there is also this one. [Vortexfang Hydra - Level ???] Oh boy, I guess that makes her stronger than a triple question mark.

Then my eyes move back to the Hydra. The scales, a haunting blend of deep green and blue, are practically pulsating with mana—a tangible aura of energy that sends shivers down my spine. The air around the beast crackles, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

The way it moves, with a grace that betrays its enormous size, shows its strength. The ground shakes with each step it takes, and I can see the raw power in the way its muscles ripple under the scales.

It’s too strong, way too strong. I’ve faced my share of monsters before, but this is on a whole different level. I’ve got a sinking feeling that I’m way over my head here.

[Focus]. I activate my skill and look away, still breathing heavily and relieved that there is an even stronger monster between me and the Hydra.

That monster, resembling an older woman, steps inside the tear, and the Hydra immediately attacks her, only to be killed a moment later.

I don’t even know what happened. The Hydra dies as if someone much bigger grabbed it and shredded it, pulling out its heads, its legs, and pieces of its body in the same way you tear paper to pieces. Once again, I am reminded of how terrifying the woman in front of me is.

She then reaches out with her hand and throws one monster through the tear, where it lands just steps away from us. It is also terrified and probably not even thinking about attacking yet.

[Thunderhowl Warg - Level ?]

Its body hums with a subtle but distinct mana. It’s certainly powerful, maybe even more so than me, but it doesn’t feel impossible to handle, unlike the Hydra. The air around it tingles with the electricity it generates. Each time it howls, it’s like a crack of thunder that echoes through the air.

The woman steps back through the tear, closing it. I feel a hint of mana that she directs toward Ruby.

“Have him fight the monster until I am back, short pauses only. Similar level to this thing.” She looks at the warg, which just squeals and steps even further away from her. “After a while, pick stronger ones.”

She then slashes her hand in the air and disappears through another tear.

“Okay, kids, the master left me coordinates, and I will be picking more, so get to work,” Ruby says, stepping back, ignoring the extremely confused gazes of the newcomers.

Well, if this isn’t interesting.

I create an [Armament] in the shape of an arm and step toward the warg that is slowly getting braver and braver now that the woman is gone. Its teeth start showing more, and the electricity crackles around its black fur. It’s massive, like a truck.

I ambush it after absorbing some energy from the wind. The monster howls, at the same time a bolt of lightning strikes near me. It’s instantly suspended by [Disruption]. Seeing that it didn’t work, it attacks again. This time, its attempt is stronger, and I use [Mana Surge] to boost [Disruption], canceling it as well.

Finally, it charges at me, and I’m able to absorb some of its energy. I focus on taking it only from one of its legs, making it weave a bit. Then, I grab its head with my mana arm, which has grown in size. I squeeze, burrowing fingers made of mana inside its eyes. Then, the absorbed kinetic energy from the wind shoots at the monster, crippling one of its legs. I let go to avoid its electric attack.

The monster continues to thrash while lightning sparks around it. I feel its mana moving, my body strengthened by my reinforcement construct passively, and finally by me actively boosting it.

I feel strong, I feel fast.

I run around the monster, evading strikes that come from the ground, like vines made of mana, crackling with lightning.

The warg advances on me, somehow sensing my position without using its eyes. Its mouth is massive and full of sharp teeth. At the same time, the vines attack me from all sides, and I pause, burrowing my feet into the ground. [Disruption] fires up at full power, boosted by surge, yet unable to cancel the attack.

The monster is learning.

The world becomes black and white, and even the crackling of the lightning becomes quieter as I enter deep [Focus]. One part of my mind handles creating a mana arm and sword. I grab the sword with both hands, the real one and the one made out of mana. Its color is that of a darker shade of blue, as I make it as dense as possible.

Another part of my mind creates wildly oscillating mana along the blade. I sharpen my focus. I feel the mana around me, and I calm down.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

I slash against the vine, cutting it apart. I reach another vine and slice it apart like it’s nothing. My body is heating up as mana rushes through it, and thanks to my construct, I feel stronger and faster than ever before.

It’s addicting. It’s dangerous. But it feels right.

The sword in my hand lengthens, and [Oscillation] roars up, covering the entire blade. I hack again. The mana moves so easily, it feels as if it should be like this all the time, as it’s in harmony with my mind, my thoughts, and my wishes.

I scamper toward the wolf and over another lightning attack. When the warg comes at me, I absorb my own energy and move backward. The sword in my arms morphs into to a massive spear that I fling at the warg, boosting it with the strongest surge I’ve ever done. Yet my body handles it.

It’s buried deep inside the monster’s chest, making him howl. Lightning rains down from the cloudless sky, right at me.

I lift up my arm made of mana and send [Disruption] toward it, boosting it by as much mana as I can handle. In the end, my translucent arm disappears together with the lightning, and I turn to the bleeding monster.

Orbs spin around my body, big as tennis balls. I continuously boost them with redistribution, absorbing the energy from the wind, and swaying grass, from the dying monster’s last movements.

The orbs sling at the warg, obliterating its head into small pieces.

[You have defeated a Thunderhowl Warg - Level 84]

[Level 51 > Level 52]

Quickly, I glance over the notifications and invest my stat points.

[Focus - Level 21 > Focus - Level 22]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 25 > Mana Manipulation - Level 26]

[Armament - Level 21 > Armament - Level 22]

[Oscillation - Level 15 > Oscillation - Level 16]

There is also a new Side quest:

Side quest: Reach level 75

Rewards: Upgrade token

Huh? Not skill upgrade token, just upgrade token? Does it mean I can upgrade anything I want? Class? Skill? Trait? Maybe? Interesting. Very interesting.

“Another one?” Ruby asks, smiling. I guess she was bored too.

“Do you have to ask?” I throw back at her, and her smile grows wider.

“I tried to be nice. I was told that I was acting like an… well, as something unladylike. I refuse to repeat such a word. You might know the guy who told me that.”

Obviously, I know him. It was me!

The air in front of Ruby ripples, and a confused monster appears out of nowhere. The redhead woman’s skill is much more delicate, and relies on technique instead of the brute force of her master.

[Thunderhowl Warg - Level ?]

The warg slowly looks around, and quietly growls. Electricity flickers on its fur, a sense of danger fills out the surroundings.

“Hadwin, it’s your turn.”

The older man’s eyes look as if they are about to fall out. I feel him charging more and more mana, also getting ready to fight.

I will help him, but for now, it will be better to try to make the man stronger, as it will help me on the third floor as well, or even at the end of this one.

But hey, why are you looking at me like that? We had a deal, didn’t we? Well, we missed the regret bus. Next stop: Acceptance!


CHAPTER 92

SHAMELESS



Dennis Dalton

Icontinue watching as Nathaniel and Hadwin grapple with the monstrous wolf-like creature. Its the second, Nathaniel killed the first one.

He’s just beaten a monster with a question mark over its head. Alone. Just how strong is he?

(He’s crazy,) I hear Aaron say in my mind, using our [Connection].

I can’t help but agree. Ever since two days before the end of the first floor, I’ve held a dislike for him. The bad memory of his cold eyes lingers.

(Damn it, why did we have to end up here? Who the hell was that crazy woman?) I send.

(Dude, I wasn’t even able to see a question mark over her head. She’s scary.) I once again find myself in agreement with my few-minutes-younger brother.

(Let’s try to keep a low profile as much as we can. We can also suck up to Hadwin a bit; the old man might still think he can manipulate us.)

(Yes, let’s do that!)

The giant monster hits Hadwin with its paw, sending him rolling on the ground. He slowly gets back on his feet, seemingly not seriously hurt.

(Damn, Haddy is even tougher than before!) I hear from Aaron.

The warg shoots some lightning at the older man, which dissipates, and soon he charges again, having no other choice as Nathaniel continues to watch him.

(Do you think this psycho will want us to fight as well?)

Just thinking about this sends goosebumps all over my body. I watch as the warg bites at Hadwin, only to be repelled by some of Nathaniel’s skills. Then the translucent arm that replaced his missing left arm disappears, and two new massive arms made out of mana, appear at his back and reach toward the monster. The monster is too slow to escape.

The massive arms hold the monster while Nathaniel says something to Hadwin, and the man attacks again.

(Maybe he can power-level us; he’s helping Hadwin a bit.)

(We can suck up to him, apologize, and stuff. That could be good for us, and we can be quite useful.) I try to say more, but then I hear someone else interrupting our connection.

(Asshole!)

(What the heck?)

(The heck?)

Only then do I realize that the connection is coming from the sassy corgi that Nathaniel likes so much.

How is something like that even possible?!
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Finally, the warg dies.

[You have defeated a Thunderhowl Warg - Level 82]

Hmm, how to say it… I expected Hadwin to do a bit better. Sure, the monster is well over my level, but it’s just a normal one, not a “named” one. Maybe I’m the problem?

“Goddamn it.” The older man is covered in sweat and breathing wildly, holding his fractured arm.

So much complaining for such a small wound. You have a skill, it’ll heal.

Hypocrite? Who?

“Kim, your level?” I ask, feeling rather shameless. Ruby gives me an interesting look. Yup, I know, it’s super rude to ask.

“Thirty-eight,” he answers simply, without hesitation.

Hmm, that could be considered quite good, as Hadwin is 34.

“We’re both level 24!” one of the twins says suddenly.

The heck? Who asked? Why are they telling me?

When I glance over at them, they’re smiling slightly, trying to look as friendly as possible. Oh, I see.

They want to get on board Papa Nat’s train, don’t they? Okay, let’s see.

“Skills?” I ask, showing them that I can be even more shameless.

There’s a bit more hesitation than with Kim, but they quickly answer without consulting each other. At least not out loud; I’m sure they can talk through their link.

“[Connection], [Mirrored Mending], [Haste], [Mana Manipulation], and [Sensory Deception].”

Oh boy, that’s even poorer than Hadwin, and they’re at a much lower level. And they all sound so interesting, so cool!

Okay, it’s decided; I’ll keep them.

“You know what to expect, right?”

“Yes,” says one of them, and I look to confirm. I’m satisfied with what I see.

There’s no trust, no high expectations, just two people who want to use me and know they’ll have to pay for that. At the same time, they know they can’t expect too much from me. There’s no way I’d risk my life for them.

It’s something hard to balance, but hey, let’s try and see.

“Ruby, can you bring out a weaker one for the boys, one a bit stronger for Kim and Hadwin, and a stronger one for me?” I can help them, but I need to level up too, don’t I?

An upgrade token is something I absolutely want to get before this floor ends, and I have a feeling that time is drawing near.

“Master said only for you,”

“Pretty please?”

Well, I tried.

“Is there something you want?” I ask.

Ruby ponders a bit and a small smile blooms on her face. “Let’s say you owe me, okay? And I’ll pick what I want later.”

“Sounds good,” I respond. I’m sure she won’t ask for something too outrageous, but still, they’d better appreciate what I’m doing!

“Before we start, what level was that Hydra back then and the Mireblood Troll?”

“Hmm? If I had to guess, the Hydra was around 350, and the troll maybe 160?”

So it’s not like over 100 equals one question mark, over 200 equals two, and over 300 equals three. Maybe up to 150 equals one mark, 150-300 equals two marks, and 300-450 equals three marks?

Damn, that would make Ruby’s master over 450 and Ruby over 150? Heck, maybe there are four question marks, and her master over 600?

Well, that’s scary… That’s a lot of stats and experience. It’s a league I can’t even properly imagine right now.

What level are Champions and Paragons? This is something I’m super curious about, now that I’m sure Ruby’s master is someone in a similar league to them. Hopefully, otherwise, it would be too scary to imagine people even stronger than her.

Why the hell are there such strong people and monsters on the second floor? Isn’t it bugged?

Sure, we don’t have to destroy the world, we just have to survive until the end. Maybe it’s just to show us what will be possible in the future? To set goals for ourselves and to etch into our minds what could happen to Earth in case we return and are able to retain our powers.

That sounds plausible.

Up until now, the system hasn’t been too nice or helpful, but there’s some twisted logic to everything we go through. One of the biggest hints is the name “Tutorial.”

We’re being trained, being prepared for something. Something that will likely happen after we return to Earth. Maybe the real “game” will start then?

Well, anyway, we still have a few years to go.

[Stone Troll - Level 23]

[Blood Troll - Level 46]

Ruby summons the monsters. The first one is for the twins, and the second one is for Hadwin and Kim. I once again ponder the place where she is “taking” them from. She got the coordinates from her master, but there is a weird mix of monsters.

Is it a regular forest somewhere? Is it something else?

“This one is for you. It’s close to 100, so be careful.”

Before the monster attacks me, I ponder about how she knows. The natives of this floor don’t seem to be able to see the text hovering over the monsters or humans’ heads the way we people from the tutorial do. So, maybe they have come up with their own ways to measure it. Maybe by checking the mana signature?

[Ember-eye Warg - Level?]

I jump backward as the monster lunges at the place where I used to stand. It’s smaller than the warg before, but much faster, and my [Kinetic Redistribution] doesn’t seem to slow it at all. It also doesn’t absorb any energy, and my [Perception] feels some sort of barrier close to its skin.

I continue to observe it, but I’m unable to discern much more. It seems to disrupt my [Perception], and when I shoot small beads made of mana at it, they disappear after touching the barrier, seemingly working in a similar way to [Disruption].

Damn, that’s quite an interesting way to use it. Are there any advantages in comparison to the way I use it?

I create armor around my body, which disappears after the monster’s shoulder hits me and sends me rolling on the ground. I absorb more energy from the wind and the swaying grass, and use it to heave myself high into the air.

The monster’s orange eyes continue to track my movements as I descend.

My translucent left arm, made of mana, continues to grow more and more dense, taking on a darker blue color. I create a single orb that I make revolve around myself, feeding it more and more mana, making it denser and stronger. Surge activates, and the orb turns into a blurry shape. Seemingly instead of an orb circling me, there is a hoop around my body.

I feel a wave of disrupting mana from the monster the moment I land, so I shoot mine against it. The skills collide, the monster winning, but lessening the impact of its disrupting skill on me.

I attack the monster. Instead of slinging an orb at it, I absorb all the kinetic energy spinning around me, immediately restoring the amount I can handle.

The orb elongates and turns into a spear made out of dense mana. I use the absorbed kinetic energy to launch myself right at the monster.


CHAPTER 93

BLAZING CONFRONTATION



Iboost the spear with absorbed kinetic energy and aim it right at the monster. Its disruptive field flares up, and the spear becomes less dense, but the warg is unable to totally cancel out the fast stab, and the spear penetrates its chest.

A loud howl echoes the air as the spear in my hand, along with my mana arm, disappears.

But I already expected that.

I use the remaining energy I hold inside my body, that the monster wasn’t able to absorb, to get closer and kick the wound on its chest.

Another howl ensues, and I [Focus] as the monster attacks. I read its movement, its repositioning—where the warg looks, its open mouth, the twist of the neck.

I duck right under the bite, and with my body strengthened by mana and constructs, I am able to strike the wound again, this time with my knee.

Using the moment of distraction, I immediately fire up my [Disruption] and boost it with as much [Mana Surge] as I can, sending a pulse of disrupting energy against the monster’s neck, leaving it to howl in pain.

The field around the neck disappears, and my hand coated in oscillating mana cuts in, wreaking havoc on the monster’s flesh. The warm blood spills on me, and I am forced to scoot backward.

The grass stops moving, and the wind quiets, as I absorb all the energy, making a slow circle around the monster. I have time on my side now that it’s bleeding out.

Slow breath in. Breath out.

Calmly, I force my heated body into a state of calmness as I wait, carefully observing the wounded monster.

Then, I reach out toward the sun and the warmth of its rays that fall to the ground, trying to absorb the thermal energy it provides.

I fail, and my hold on kinetic energy loosens. The grass starts swaying again, the wind blows again, and at the same moment, the monster attacks. The field of disrupting mana around it is already gone, replaced by smoke that slowly flows out of the monster’s fur.

The smoke is dark black with tints of gray, and it leaves a trail behind the monster as it moves toward me.

The moment it gets close, I send all the absorbed kinetic energy at its head, which disappears, turning into smoke.

What the heck?

I absorb more energy. Two massive mana arms form from my back and push against the monster, turning its entire body into smoke.

[Disruption] fires up, and the monster materializes at my left. It bites at me, and I use [Disruption] quickly, followed by a jab with a spear made of mana.

Finally, the attack lands, and the spear pierces its neck.

I continuously disrupt its mana, canceling the monster’s attempts to attack or run. I shoot a cone of absorbed kinetic energy, exploding its head. The smoke disappears, and the dead body falls to the ground.

[You have defeated an Ember-eye Warg - Level 89]

[Disruption - Level 8 > Disruption - Level 9]

[Mana Surge - Level 7 > Mana Surge - Level 8]

Damn, these skills are getting more and more exotic.

Moreover, trying to absorb thermal energy from the sun’s rays might not be a good idea. The difficulty seems to be too high for now.

But I’ll get there. Soon, the power of the sun will be in the palm of my hand!

While catching my breath, I look around. The twins are already done with their monster. They seem to be using mental attacks to confuse the monster and then use their speed and amazing coordination to finish it. I wasn’t able to catch much during my fight, but they seem to have a solid base.

But Kim is the most amazing. He continues to do what I call cheating and abusing his skills. First, he takes out a bunch of small orbs made of some durable metal, which seems to be basic for people with telekinesis here.

What’s surprising is how skillfully he moves them around.

I don’t know if it’s inspired by me or if he did it before, but the orbs continue to orbit him. He seemingly anchors them to him in a similar way that I do, and then slings them at the monster with an accuracy that is much better than mine.

The monster he and Hadwin fight is already blind, with a huge number of wounds on its neck.

Then the fifteen-year-old boy uses his second skill—[Gravity Well]. First, I feel him creating something, I don’t know what to call it, other than a tether that connects the orbs and the monster’s head.

Then he uses the skill on the orbs. They slow down, and appear to take more mana from him to move them.

Did he make them heavier?

The next moment, he does something that feels like turning a switch while releasing the orb. They get an insane boost in speed and fly right at the monster as if pulled by the tether connecting them to its head.

Hundreds of small orbs made of metal literally delete the monster’s head from existence, and the level 46 Blood Troll dies.

Just from this short show, I can see how much effort he put in, all the training behind it, and the sleepless nights spent thinking about the best ways to utilize his skills.

“They aren’t that bad, and you drifters have really weird ways to use your gifts.” Ruby joins me. “I did get one monster for Biscuit too.”

You what?

I quickly look around, finding Biscuit nearby battling a level 10 hedgehog.

What the heck?

“Don’t look at me like that, Nat. I am bored too.”

Don’t bully the poor doggo only because you are bored!

Fortunately, Biscuit is putting on a good fight. Giving up on using arms, he made three tentacles out of purple mana that now seem to be darker than before, and continues to attack the level 10 hedgehog.

The hedgehog just rolled into a ball, unnaturally sharp spikes sticking out; I even feel some mana on them.

Obviously, the best doggo on the second floor doesn’t give up and paws at the ground under the hedgehog, aiming to make it roll over instead of attacking with its spikes.

Smart boy!

At that moment, spikes elongate, one of them reaching the corgi, stabbing its leg and drawing out a drop of blood. The hedgehog quickly retracts his spikes and continues to hiss and jump.

The best doggo looks down at the drop of blood on its leg and then back at the hedgehog.

Oh boy.

Immediately, Biscuit emits a cute, small growl, followed by louder barks. Five tentacles sprout from his back and thrash wildly.

Even Biscuit’s eyes seem to take on a bit of a purple glow as he moves closer, thrashing the ground and the hedgehog, continuously pumping more and more mana into the tentacles, making them denser and larger.

When he finally calms down, there is nothing left of the hedgehog, and he looks toward me.

(Gone,) I hear in my mind.

Yup, good job. You defeated it!

(Food gone.)

Goddamn it, Biscuit.

[image: ]


The monster I’m fighting now is slightly weaker than the warg I fought before, but it’s a monster that uses fire attacks.

I was able to ask Ruby to do it for me, and she actually did so. I feel that I owe her once again. I truly appreciate the things she does for me. After spending some time together, we learned a bit more about each other’s personalities and learned to respect them.

Ruby doesn’t blabber that much about things I’m not interested in, and I try to entertain her a bit when she feels bored. I talk to her, and give her my opinions, feeling much more comfortable about our conversations now.

I cancel out these thoughts and focus back on the monster in front of me, still surprised by the variety of monsters in this place.

[Scorching Salamander - Level ?]

I escape its burst of fire, feeling the heat on my skin even though I’m protected by [Armament]. At the same time, I reach out toward the flames and try to absorb their energy. I [Focus] and try to apply everything I’ve learned up until now about redistribution and fire attacks.

I move my mana differently than when using [Kinetic Redistribution], all because of the testing I’ve done, the nights I didn’t sleep and was practicing on the fireplace, on the flame radiating from the glowing mana crystal—all the tests I have done in the darkness of the tunnels.

I fail, and my mana shatters in the air.

The salamander collects mana inside its body and then releases it all at once, molding it in a confusing way.

Instead of a fire attack, a strong flash of light appears, blinding me and making me close my eyes and rely on [Perception].

I continue to track the monster’s mana, its position, and the way it uses its skill. I do so until the massive area around us void of grass, and the ground glows as if made from lava. The air waivers from the heat.

And at that moment, I finally reach out toward the wisp of the monster’s attack and absorb it, hold it, mold it, and release it while my mind goes into overdrive.

Finally, a notification sounds in my mind.


CHAPTER 94

MILESTONE REACHED



First, I release the absorbed thermal energy in an uncontrolled explosion of heat. Then, I dash toward the salamander, covering my entire body and head with pale blue armor.

A sword made of mana appears in my hands. The sword has a blade longer than me, and I coat it in widely oscillating mana, straining my mind and [Focus].

The heat becomes stronger closer to the monster. It tries to blind me with another flash, but I keep my eyes closed and continue to track it with [Perception] only.

[Disruption] activates, canceling some flames and the lava-like skill that covers the monster’s body, making it more durable. A sword with oscillating blade cuts through the monster’s head, killing it instantly. I retreat far back to exit the still-hot area, while canceling out my skills.

Good, let’s see.

Your skill [Kinetic Redistribution] evolved into [Redistribution].

[Kinetic Redistribution - Level 13 > Redistribution - Level 8]

[You have defeated a Scorching Salamander - Level 83]

[Level 52 > Level 53]

Not again. My levels!

Sure, I know that my skill upgraded to a better version of it—or combined with a new skill I acquired, and the higher-tiered skill couldn’t just stay on the same level. It’s not properly showing my mastery over it.

But damn, it stings.

Another thing is that, this time, it was easier than before, clearly the effect of my new passive skill—Cerebral Harmony—showing. Manipulating my mana just feels much better, much more connected to my thoughts and to my will.

It was a good decision to pick it, even though I am still not over losing Adaptive Physiology—that skill sounds so goddamn good.

To try it out, I reach out toward the field of molten ground and absorb some of the thermal energy that still radiates from it. It feels so different and yet so similar to the old skill. I mold the mana, and the [Redistribution] helps me to collect it, and turn it into a small flame that flickers on top of my palm.

Immediately, I realize something amazing.

The flame vanishes, and I absorb all the kinetic energy I can. The grass stops swaying, and the wind becomes calmer. Then I turn all that kinetic energy into thermal energy while my heart is beating wildly from the excitement.

The efficiency is terrible, the waste is huge, it’s slow, and feels bad to use. But I do it, and instead of a thin cone of kinetic energy, I release a cone of heated air that flickers and burns more of the grass.

With excitement that I haven’t felt in a while, I turn to Ruby.

“Hey, do you have more of these salamanders?”
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Sophie Martinez

“She is here; we have to go!”

“How the hell did she find us and what does she want now? We didn’t do anything to catch her interest!”

“It doesn’t matter. Guards won’t slow her for too long. Just grab what you can and get ready for [Transport].”

I watch people with two question marks over their heads panic. The people I thought of as being so strong now seem like normal humans, losing control, screaming, and panicking. We are led to a room in the far corner of the facility, and I make sure to hold Izzy’s hand firmly.

“Leave behind the Spell of Disruption. We can’t allow her to track us!”

More screaming, more panicking. Then I feel the ground shaking, the air itself feels heavy, and it’s getting hard to move. Enchantments on the wall start glowing all around the facility. Defensive enchantments they were so proud of.

Another wave of shakes and more screaming, and the enchantments start to flicker and eventually lose their glow.

Finally, an extremely difficult set of spells fire up. Then it’s as if I am freefalling while also getting pulled upwards. Confusion overcomes all my senses and when I try reaching out with my mana, it only swirls around in circles. It takes only a second, and when we reappear again, I stagger as I come to my senses and look around.

Only a third of us make it, even losing one of the people that I couldn’t see the level of—a Paragon of the Empire.

“We have to report this. The emperor needs to know,” Natasha says, her voice shaking, so unlike her usually calm self.

Only then did I realize that we are not in the kingdom anymore; we are in the empire led by the mind mage emperor.

The secret facility in the kingdom’s heart, which used to hide the paragon and empire’s spies, now deserted and destroyed.
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Five more level-ups later and fifteen more points in mana, I think it over for a considerable while.

People here usually don’t put that many stats points into mana. It seems that spreading your stats evenly is the most often used solution, sometimes making some stat a bit higher.

Warriors usually go 30 percent strength, 30 percent dexterity, 30 percent constitution, and 10 percent mana. Some of them, based on their classes, might go 20 percent mana or slightly higher into other stats, but that’s it.

As for mages, they usually try to go 1 point mana, 1 point constitution to handle it. Sometimes they go 1.5 mana and 1 constitution. Everything over that seems to be rare.

So, my stats are currently like this:

Strength: 17

Dexterity: 18

Constitution: 53

Mana: 165

That means I am putting three stats into mana and one into constitution. Yet, it still feels doable, but everyone keeps looking at me like I’m a dumbass. You are the dumb ones, not me!

So yeah, they might be a tiny bit right, but there are a few things that work for me.

My trait, Mana Circuit, allows me to handle mana better.

[Focus] takes over when my body is struggling.

[Mana Manipulation] helps me handle it.

Reinforcement (Construct) takes a chunk of mana and passively deals with it instead of me.

And last, my passive skills, Mana Flow (rare) and Cerebral Harmony (rare). Up until now, I was offered many different choices, yet I still doubled up on mana-related ones, and probably only thanks to that I can handle more of it, and my mana stat is higher than it should be at my level.

Yet I feel that I am still lacking, even with my skills improving.

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 22

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 26

Perception - Level 15

Oscillation - Level 16

Redistribution - Level 9

Armament - Level 22

Mana Surge - Level 9

Disruption - Level 9

Yes, a few of them have super high potential, but I can’t help but feel greedy, starving for something that finally, and for the first time, allows me to completely use my reserves.

But step by step, the next goal is rewards for this Side quest. I already have a few ideas on how to use the upgrade token.
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Kim is doing really well and quickly growing. In the past few days, he even seems to have become friendlier with others, especially thanks to Hadwin, who to them seems to be someone older, and smarter, and they can’t help but look up to him slightly, even the twins.

All of them are young men, boys, still affected by thinking from back on Earth, where it’s normal to show respect to the elders and maybe even listen to them.

But that’s not just it. I can see Hadwin smartly dealing with them. A compliment and help here and there. And, honestly appearing interested and listening to them when they complain, or just being happy with them.

Partially, it’s a mask he puts on, but I see that from a small part it’s the way he is and I realize that there might be some truth to what he told to me.

Yet, these two little twin jerks better not think they can trick me. I’m not as gullible as Hadwin.

Overall, this is good for me, as they are training to work together.

With Hadwin in the role of tank, the twins can use their skills to confuse the enemy and keep the group connected telepathically, while Kim fills the ranged support role.

The fifteen-year-old boy even learned to use [Gravity Well] to affect only the monsters. Unlike me, who is using so many skills, it seems that he is trying to focus on his two favorite ones and strengthen them, to make them as versatile as possible.

It’s not a bad idea.

I close the community after checking on others. Two more people from Hell difficulty died. We don’t know who, only learning about it thanks to the number that now shows two fewer people:

Hell difficulty 51/250

Over the duration of the second floor, we came to the decision that there are probably ten groups in Hell difficulty, each starting on the first floor with around twenty-five people.

WhiteWing of the 1st group with fifteen people.

IDK of the second group with four people.

Group 4 with ten people and one corgi.

Alone in Group 6, with Savant being the only one remaining.

TheGuild in Group 8 with nine people.

That means there are thirteen more people we don’t know about, as they never used the community.

There are most likely some groups that got killed off in their entirety and it makes me think about what might have banned those thirteen from entering the community.
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Hours turn into days, and we fall into a nice schedule. Wake up, train, fight monsters, eat, fight monsters, rest, fight monsters, dinner, sleep.

That’s it. It’s nice, but only until we get the message from the tutorial.

Attention, a milestone reached. Entry into Irreversible Narrative Progression has been detected for all the groups. In accordance, the Community Interface will now be deactivated for all groups within Hell Difficulty of the 5th round of the Tutorial.


CHAPTER 95

RESTORED



Well, that’s interesting, isn’t it? It seems that the end of the second floor is getting closer and closer.

“Nathaniel, did you get the notification as well?” Kim moves closer to me, breathless, with small wounds all over his body. I also feel that he is under the effect of his [Gravity Well], using it to increase gravity on him and helping him to train.

I’m kind of jealous, but he does the same every time I ask him, so I forgive him.

He still doesn’t feel as comfortable with me, and I see that he is still not over Kevin’s death. But I guess that’s something only time will solve.

“Did you try to access the community?” I ask.

He nods. “I can’t join it, and Aaron and Dennis are the same.”

I’ve already tried it too, and I had the same result as he did. That’s it, I guess. More information would be nice, but it just wouldn’t be the system we love and hate. Mostly hate. My level is currently 68, so I still need a bit more for that Side quest.

Side quest:

Reach level 75

Rewards:

Upgrade token

And as for the main quest.

Floor quest:

Witness the end of the world.

It talks only about witnessing. The first floor’s floor quest was to survive.

So does it mean witnessing is safer? Or is it just the weird way the system said it? Another thing is, is the end of the world the same for every group in Hell difficulty? There could be things that they or we do that would change it for the group, and blocking the community probably serves to make us focus on our quest.

Overall, the community feels more like moral support than a place to share information. Sure, we can exchange tidbits of info, but the system censors a lot of it. So I have a feeling that the community serves just as a place to vent and not feel alone.

Still, would the system be so caring after putting us here and in such danger?

Well, there is no time to worry about things I can’t change.

“Ruby, level 110 for me, if you will,” I ask.

I just need to become stronger, prepare as much as I can, and then give it my all.

But first, the goal is to level up and improve my skills as much as I can.

[Shadewalker Panther - Level ?]

The Shadewalker Panther emerges, its sleek figure slowly becoming visible. Its fur is a deep midnight black as if absorbing light rather than reflecting it. Its lean, muscular body moves with graceful stealth, each step soft and calculated.

The panther’s eyes gleam a vibrant green, radiating an eerie glow. Its tail sways low and controlled, a silent metronome ticking off the seconds until an attack.

What I can feel from it could be best described as lethal elegance.

The monster immediately charges at me, running as if it’s floating, yet moving with terrifying speed.

I slide inside the comfortable [Focus], and the world loses its colors, only mana remaining colorful. [Perception] warns me as I feel the panther collect mana on the end of its tail.

A shield made out of [Armament] appears in front of me, big enough to cover my entire body, and the next second, the attack hits it, leaving a deep gouge in it.

At the same moment, I feel mana from my shadow. It swells, and the panther jumps from it, all with terrifying speed.

[Redistribution] fires up immediately, yet I still get thrown away, hit by one of the panther’s paws carrying much more strength than expected from its lean figure.

I let myself be thrown away and roll on the ground a few times before jumping back on my feet. The mana moves in my shadow once more, and I change absorbed kinetic energy into thermal, sending vibrant yellow flame at the panther.

The monster opens its mouth and eats it.

What?

Another attack with its paw, and I block it with my arm made of mana, still getting thrown away. As if making fun of me by using the same strategy, my shadow swells once again, but when I turn to it, there is nothing.

Even the panther’s presence disappears, and I can’t see it with [Perception] and not even with my eyes.

Five orbs made of mana appear around me, and I make them spin. The panther uses one of the orb’s shadows and jumps right at me, and at the same time, [Disruption] hits him, slowing him down. My arm made of mana expands and grabs the monster, which starts scratching it widely, leaving deep gouges in the arm.

Yet, before one of the orbs hits it, he disappears once more, even under the disrupting effect of my mana.

Two more ambushes, and I deflect them—slinging one of the orbs in that direction but missing.

Once more, the panther disappears.

This time I charge right toward the small wisp of mana that I track to the tiny shadow of one leaf of grass swaying in the wind.

The world feels as if coming to a stop as I absorb as much energy from the swaying grass and wind, and at the same time, [Disruption] activates, boosted massively by [Mana Surge].

The panther appears, immediately attacking me. Its tail swings, as it slashes me. Finally it disappears in the disruption field around me. At the same time, a cone, as thick as my arm, consisting of a bright yellow flame, shoots toward the panther. The panther eats it again.

At that moment, another cone hits him, this time made out of kinetic energy, blowing off a piece of his neck.

The beautiful monster with fur dark as the night sky, tries to disappear again, but my [Disruption] knows what to expect. I feel the pattern of his skill and find the weakest part that I can disrupt, and making it fail to trigger—the skill falling like a house of cards.

Once again, another cone of kinetic energy hits the monster, and the orb made of mana expands next to him, releasing thin tendrils of mana covered in wildly oscillating energy, leaving deep gouges in the panther’s skin.

The panther’s eyes glow in a green color, and it disappears one more time, this time into its own shadow, only to reappear again, healed, but much smaller than before.

A few attacks are aimed at me before it runs away, jumping from one shadow of the grass to another, moving incredibly fast.

“Woah, what an annoying guy,” Ruby says from far away.

Then the panther is engulfed in her mana, appearing next to me. It is confused and immediately attempts to run away, only to be grabbed by my mana arms as they squeeze his head.

[You have defeated a Shadewalker Panther - Level 106]

[Level 68 > Level 69]

“Nice,” I can’t help but say out loud, to Ruby’s confusion.
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I gain four more levels, and a bit later, Ruby’s master appears again, this time with a young, petite, black-haired girl.

Lily seems to be terrified and immediately runs to me. For a moment, it looks like she will jump into my arms, but she sees my face and pauses for a moment, slowing the walk and stopping near me. There are some tears in her eyes as she looks toward Ruby’s master.

“Nat, she just appeared in my room, out of nowhere. She kept asking me questions and brought me here. What’s happening?”

“Be quiet for a moment, okay, Lily?” I take a step toward the gray-haired woman, keeping Lily behind me. I don’t think she would hurt her, but it should make the girl feel safer.

Briefly, our eyes meet, her firm gaze meeting mine. I can see that she still hasn’t given up, still desperately looking for an answer.

For a moment, I feel pity and realize the situation she is in. Just how many copies of her were made before, for other people in the tutorial? Tens, hundreds? A copy of a once proud and powerful woman turned into the toy of the system. Back prompt for this stage.

“Push him harder.” That’s the only thing she says to Ruby before she disappears again.

I put some time into calming Lily down. I talk to her carefully, making sure she feels safe. Slowly, I can see her becoming calmer. The fear starts to leave her eyes, and she becomes less anxious. She is more cheerful, and I can’t help but notice she’s got something on her mind, something she’s eager, almost impatient, to share with me.

So, I steer our conversation in that direction, patiently and slowly, until she feels ready to spill it. Eventually, she takes a deep breath and finally says what she’s been holding back.

“I think I can restore your arm now.” Her smile is bright, and like a child, she reaches out and puts her hand on my shoulder.

I barely stop myself from stepping back.

What?

All of this feels strange. It just came out of nowhere, too quickly. I already have my own plans on how to deal with my missing arm.

“I got a new skill.”

I feel her mana trying to enter my body, and for a moment, I let my mana fight back, pushing hers away. But in the end, after looking at her, I just sigh.

Sure, I’m worried about the circuit, flow, and all this stuff, but the longer I wait, the worse it will become, as I will most likely continue to grow stronger faster than Lily.

Her eyes meet mine, and I can see no bad intentions in them: just simple, gentle kindness and a small smile.

“You must have suffered a lot,” she whispers.

I feel her mana probing my body as she uses more and more of it, preparing to heal me. Strangely, I sense some connection between her and my body. What is she doing?

“This skill is called [Sacrifice],” she says.

Called what?

Immediately, my mana rouses up as I try to stop her, but it’s too late, and my mana barely detects her mana as something dangerous now that I let it in.

“Be a bit more careful and take care of your body, okay?” Her smile is so gentle that it makes me feel guilty.

Warm mana engulfs my body, and at amazing speed, I see my left arm growing—bone, nerves, veins, flesh, circuit, and mana pathways. Everything appears and looks exactly the same as in my right arm.

As if it had never been obliterated, my left arm is restored to perfection. The only difference is its striking paleness, the new skin never having been exposed to the sun.

Amazed by the result, I am late to notice, Lily’s body falling against my chest, breathing and seemingly okay, but unconscious.

But I notice one thing.

An empty sleeve of her dress at the place where her left arm used to be.


CHAPTER 96

STUPID GIRL



Kim Min-Jae

They’re too far away for me to hear exactly what they say, but I feel some mana from Lily. That warm mana she often used to heal all of us.

I feel as if something got stuck in my throat, and I blink my eyes multiple times to get rid of the tears.

What should I do? How can I look at her the same way as before knowing… goddamn it. I shake my head and get rid of the bad memories.

There’s nothing I can do now.

At that moment, I see Lily lose balance and lean on Nathaniel’s chest. Her body slowly slides down his body, landing at his feet. He didn’t even try to catch her.

I still feel her mana, but she seems to be unconscious. As if by reflex, I take a step toward the duo, but immediately stop.

Nathaniel’s mana explodes, and for the first time since his fight with Hadwin, his face gains some expression.

Anger.

“You STUPID girl!” he screams toward the girl at his feet; his mana reaches even me. Dangerous, vicious, and cold, yet still under his control even in this state.

Two massive arms made of mana appear on his back and then slam toward the ground, seemingly about to crush Lily’s head. The ground cracks under their strength, sending clouds of dust and clumps of earth and grass into the air.

“Do not dare—” He cuts off. “Do not DARE—” He cuts off again, even more mana fires up around him.

“FUCK!” One more scream and then all the mana disappears as if it never existed. Immediately, his face is back to his emotionless mask, and he bends down to pick up Lily.

He holds her gently, carefully, as if she is made out of glass.
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Fuck, I give up! The [Focus] just straight up refuses to get rid of the feelings that are right now confusing me.

I hate it.

Deep, slow breath in. Hold for a few seconds. Breathe out.

Repeat.

Good.

I glance at Lily’s face and the emotions are all back.

How should I react when you treat me with such kindness? Why are you trying to get under my skin so much?

I hate you. I hate people like you.

Just use me. Simple give and take. Don’t do this.

I gently put her on the bed inside of the house and look at her for a while and then at my restored left arm. Even only a few moments after the restoration, I can feel how much better my mana flow is. The arm is perfect.

I really give up. You won. I hope you’re a happy, stupid girl. I won’t forget your kindness toward me and I will pay more than I received.

Just as I repay in revenge much more than I receive, I will also return much more for the kindness you have shown me.
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“Ruby, can you get me something close to 120?”

“Nat, I understand you, I do, but that is too much for you. Try to think rationally.”

I don’t answer.

“Nat…”

I know. I realize it. But I need to do something now. Something else to focus on.

“Ruby, please.”

“For fuck’s sake, you’re dumb.”

Her skill flickers into existence and a monster appears in the clearing.

[Mireblood Troll - Level ?]

It feels strong, much stronger than any monster I fought up until now, yet I know that it isn’t a named one. Named ones are much more dangerous even while being at lower levels.

Five orbs made of dark blue mana appear around me, spinning, immediately gaining much more speed than before.

I lift up my left arm and squeeze my fingers into a fist.

I feel my mana flowing, I feel my circuit working. Cerebral Harmony works too and my mana listens to every thought, more responsive, quicker than ever before.

[Mana Surge].

I boost the orbs and hear a loud whistling noise.

The first orb slings at the troll and is immediately blocked by a shield made of mana that the troll puts up.

A loud, deep groan and thunderous stomps reverberate in the air. The troll runs at me, moving much faster than his seemingly too-big body should allow him.

The second orb stops in the air as I absorb its kinetic energy. I immediately direct it at the troll in a cone of concentrated energy that is thinner than ever before. This time, a crack appears on the shield.

A small crack.

The third orb slings and smashes against the crack, finally breaking it and disappearing in the process.

The troll is so close that I can hear his deep growling and breathing, and see his eyes shining, glued on me. Angry and dangerous.

The fourth and fifth orbs stop, also losing their energy. I hold it, transform it, and a brilliant dark yellow flame erupts. At first it’s wide, but I quickly force it into a thinner and thinner cone until it’s as thick as my thigh.

The flame smashes against the troll and is stopped by the barrier that hovers over its skin. More orbs appear, spinning wildly, only to slow down one after another. I use them to feed me with kinetic energy that I immediately transform into thermal energy.

A notification rings somewhere in the back of my mind while the yellow flame roars through the air, making the air flicker from the heat, as it smashes against the troll’s barrier. Finally, it cracks, and some of the monster’s flesh burns.

Not enough and I dash backward, mana immediately switching from [Redistribution] to boosting my body.

The pieces of ground and grass explode, and the troll’s strike leaves a crater on the ground.

Mana explodes from the troll and I am pulled toward him.

[Disruption] fires up but it’s not enough, and the effects hit me, so I use one [Focus] to keep it running constantly, creating a disrupting field around my body.

Another notification.

The pale blue mana shines around the troll in the black-and-white world of [Focus].

I create a long sword. The mana it’s made of is dark blue, the sword more dense than ever before.

Then I apply [Disruption] to the blade and try to add [Oscillation] as well, but the backlash hits me and I feel mana clash inside my arm, sending pain through my body and canceling the skills.

So I only use [Disruption].

Heat spreads through my body as I send even more mana to my construct. My muscles tense up, feeling stronger than ever before.

The sense of speed is faster than ever before as I rush toward the troll.

In the monster’s hand, an axe made of blood and mana appears, radiating a pale red light. The same as the troll’s eyes.

It challenges me with a roar and I just [Focus] more, watching its body, perceiving its mana.

At the last moment, I scoot to the side and absorb all the energy that would’ve otherwise created another crater in the ground, and use it to make myself move even faster.

[Mana Surge] boosts [Disruption] around the sword and I forge it to a thinner and thinner shape, slashing against the monster’s leg. The sword slices through the barrier, disrupting mana and tearing it as if it’s nothing. The sword, made of [Armament], lodges deep inside the monster’s leg.

For a moment, the disruptive field strengthens even more, and I switch to oscillating mana, cleanly cutting off the monster’s leg and, at the last moment escaping a swing of its arm that I felt with my [Perception].

The monster falls to one knee and roars.

Orbs are rotating around me again, and this time, I cover their surface with [Disruption]. Before the monster gets a chance to stand up, all five orbs sling toward its face, blinding one of its eyes and leaving more wounds.

More mana explodes from its body and I feel pulled toward it, only to immediately get hit by one of its arms, and sent rolling on the ground.

My head is spinning as I didn’t have enough time to react. When I get back on my feet, the troll is in front of me, somehow shortening the distance between us even on one of its legs.

Another hit lands on my body, but this time, I brace myself, strengthening my body to the max and groaning with pain as my muscles feel they are about to tear. The kinetic energy I absorbed turns into thermal and a thin cone of yellow flame roasts the troll’s head, making it stagger backward.

An axe made of mana appears in my hands, massive, the blade covered in wildly oscillating mana. The grass stops moving around me and I boost the swing with all the kinetic energy I have, cleaving the axe deep inside the monster’s side.

I’m pulled toward the roaring monster again, and this time, I let him do it, even boosting myself again. The axe turns into a massive spike whose entire size vibrates.

At the last moment, I use some absorbed energy to push against the monster’s swinging axe and dodge it to the side, finally burrowing the spike inside its neck.

[Oscillation] runs wildly, wreaking havoc on the monster’s flesh, and I push more and more mana into the spine, and with a push of [Mana Surge], enlarge it, finally separating the troll’s head from its body.

When the notification sounds, I fall down on my bottom, breathless, my head ringing.

[You have defeated a Mireblood Troll - Level 116]

[Level 73 > Level 75]

Congratulations, you have successfully completed the Side quest. You have acquired an upgrade token. Choose carefully!


CHAPTER 97

[DAWN]



Iclose the notification screen, and glance toward Lily. If it works the way I think it works… good, it’s decided. I’ll wait a bit longer before using it.

I push myself up with absorbed kinetic energy and shake off the stiffness from my arms and body. My mana is already close to full, and it flows so beautifully through my body, I can’t even compare it to before. Together with my two passive skills and high-leveled mana manipulation and trait, I almost don’t feel the pressure on me.

Still, my body complains a bit and it’s physically difficult and dangerous to handle all of it and keep using so many skills, yet I always knew about it.

My current road leads to a build that could be called a glass cannon. It’s something I chose after thinking about it a lot and knowing the consequences. It’s something I could have easily avoided, yet I push even harder.

If I die, it will be my fault. If I reach my goal, it will only be thanks to me.

That’s how it should be, and if the time comes, I won’t blame anyone, only myself. But not for picking this. I’ll blame myself for not putting enough effort into it.
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Tess Hansen

“Follow me,” I say to Maya, and this time, I do not smile. Thankfully, she listens to me, hearing my serious tone.

I use a prepared excuse to the guards and we pass by them, and then by another pair. Soon we are almost out of the camp and I lead us away from it.

It’s all as we theorized. The notification we got before Community closed was a signal that only a few days remain, in the same way it happened on the first floor with the disappearance of the suns and when the rain came.

Staying with the others is not safe anymore. Numbers mean nothing in the face of what the system has prepared.

“Tess…” Maya starts, but I gesture to her to stay quiet as we meet the last pair of guards.

“Oh, hello, Tess.” The woman smiles at me. She is ten levels higher and someone I was able to befriend.

Words stop in my mouth as I see her face and read her expression. She knows something I do not.

“I’m sorry, I can’t let you leave. Do not bother trying to give me some fake orders.”

So that’s it.

“Miriam, please, just let us go.” I give her one more chance because of the nice way she always treated me.

“I’m sorry,” Miriam says.

I’m sorry too.

A projectile, composed of mana and lightning that I had been preparing, pierces through her forehead. This instantly kills her and the same attack strikes the man who had been guarding alongside her.

[Level 65 > Level 66]

I ignore the notifications and turn to a shocked Maya while I feel a mana wave from the camp, leaders informed of two killed guards.

“Follow me,” I say again and enter the forest, boosting my movements with [Psychokiness]. I do not even look back, knowing that she will do just that.
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Sophie Martinez

[Geas] works the way I wanted it to, and the woman with a question mark over her head leads us outside of the main city of the empire. She is the strongest one from the group that was able to escape, and I was able to put [Geas] on her after using [Mana Infusion].

Back then, she was still greatly shocked, and her mana was wavering after passing through the portal. I wasn’t able to do much; I only made her think that the emperor waits outside of the city instead of somewhere in it—a simple but strong change of direction.

When we reach our destination, she looks confused. At that moment, she understands and her mana fires up, putting pressure on my and Isabella’s minds.

But it’s too late.

A beautiful blue flame already roars into existence and hits the woman, making her immediately change modes from attack to defense.

At that moment, I activate the second [Geas] I have put on her, and for a split second, she forgets about Isabella and everything related to her. Not for a second, even less, she is just that strong.

But it’s enough. The barrier around her disappears and she tries to attack me, likely thinking why she even used it in the first place and the blue flame engulfs her body, melting her skin, hair, and flesh. She dies right after the effect of [Geas] wears off and she spots my sister once more.

[You have defeated the Mind Bender - Level 104]

[Level 62 > Level 63]

“Izzy, come here,” I barely squeak out, my voice breaking at the last word.

“Did I do well?” Her smile is bright and cheery while the corpse of a woman still smokes.

“Yes, you did really well.” I force a smile on my face for her and hug her body. “I’ll manipulate your feelings again, okay?”

There is a short moment of silence and then a nod.

“Soph, I already agreed. I trust you!” Another bright smile on the face of the cute ten-year-old girl, and this time, I can’t hold back my tears, thankful that she doesn’t see them.

I activate three of my most-used skills: [Manipulation], [Geas], [Mana Infusion], and strengthen the [Geas] I put on her back on the first floor.

“If someone tries to attack me, I’ll use my skill and burn them or run away when they’re too strong!” Her voice is so cheery, almost like a kid playing.

I’m so sorry, Izzy.
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As the hours pass, Lily still refuses to wake up, and after a long time, I check the timer.

Time left until forced return: 4y 277d 20h 30m 00s

Almost three months within the tutorial. One month on the first floor and almost two on the second floor that seems to be nearing the end.

“Ruby, where are we?” I ask for the first time since we all got moved to this massive flat piece of land with no hills or mountains in sight, only grass that sways in the wind.

“It’s the ‘Ruined continent.’” Seeing the look on my face, she elaborates, “Centuries ago, an Absolute died here, cornered and pushed by two Champions and one Paragon. The entire continent is just a flat piece of land, poisoned by mana radiation. Only this piece is safe, thanks to master.”

Well, good to know, right?

“What is an ‘Absolute’?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t tell you.”

That’s it, I guess. But judging from her words, it’s a title given to someone even stronger than Champions and Paragons, seeing that even three of them had to fight one Absolute?

“About Lily…”

“I said it already, I can’t help. I’m not a healer, but from a quick look, I can say that it’s an aftereffect of using a too-strong gift or something similar. They can be quite taxing.”

Biscuit is already on the bed, lying against the girl, looking around almost protectively. I look toward her once more and leave the room together with Ruby.

Hadwin, Kim, and the twins are finishing their monster when it happens.

A wave of mana washes over me and then another. It repeats multiple times, each wave stronger than before. They are not targeted at anyone in particular, just rushing through the air at a terrifying speed.

I feel an urge to vomit due to the overwhelming amount of mana, and when I glance at Ruby, she appears sour.

“So that’s how it ends,” Ruby says.

What?

Another wave of mana hits, and this time, even the ground shakes while the sky darkens. Suddenly, an orange hue appears out of nowhere, making it look as though the sun is about to set—a beautiful dawn. Then, I also hear it: a deep, reverberating noise that sounds as if the very air itself is vibrating.

“Ruby, what’s happening?” Even I myself don’t recognize my voice; it’s tense.

Am I scared?

“That’s Tristan’s [Dawn]. To reach so far with it, he must have powered it with the Sword of Aeons, the greatest Mana Capacitor there is, and yes, Tristan is on a different continent.”

The mana now starts to roar louder and louder, like a beast waking from a deep sleep. Like a bomb slowly charging up to explode.

“Nat, whatever happens. Thank you, I’ve enjoyed our time together.” Her expression is happy and sad at the same time. “You are the first person in a long time that I can call a friend.”

What are you even talking about? Don’t mess with me. Be clear!

A tear opens in the air, and Ruby’s master steps through. Her clothes are charred and torn; her arm bleeds, and a chunk of flesh is visibly missing. Behind her, within the tear, I notice a man’s body. I recognize his face—it’s the same as the statue I saw with Ruby. Champion Keiron. But this time, it’s not carved stone, but real flesh and skin, and the man is dead.

“I’m glad we became friends, despite how it all started.” The smile she offers is the most genuine I’ve ever seen on her.

Ruby, don’t talk like that.

The gray-haired woman steps closer, her mana circulating around her.

It all sounds too much like final words.

Ruby extends her hand toward me, and the tips of her fingers brush against my cheek. She caresses it gently. “I hope you came to enjoy…”

“Yes,” I say hastily, a feeling of unease washing over me. Despite this, she smiles.

Just then, her master’s mana surges toward us.


CHAPTER 98

LET THE WORLD BEHOLD MY MANA



Before I can say anything else, the gray-haired woman speaks first. “Thank you for everything. Now, please, rest peacefully.”

Then, Ruby vanishes into fine particles.

The world feels like it has stopped. My body turns cold instantly, as if someone drained all the life out of it. I feel lightheaded, and it’s as if something’s lodged in my throat.

My mana explodes for a brief moment. It literally explodes, all of it. Yet, a simple glance at the woman in front of me, at her mana, makes me stop.

[FOCUS].

All my emotions are pushed to the back of my mind.

[Focus - Level 24 > Focus - Level 25]

[Focus - Level 25 > Focus - Level 26]

“Good job holding it back, little pup.” The gray-haired woman looks at me. This time, her face isn’t the calm mask I’m used to. There’s a small, yet noticeable hint of madness in her expression.

Without her even moving her arm, a tear appears in the air, and a monster steps through.

[Cinderbear - Level 60]

As soon as the beast appears, an oppressive aura fills the air. Flames dance across its body, weaving in and out of its gray fur. Its eyes glow like smoldering coals in the dark. A low growl rumbles from its throat, resonating through the air and reverberating deep within.

Before I can react, I see the monster charging at the others while her mana grips me, pushing me through another tear.

From where we stand, atop the cliff, the city sprawls before us. Its towers stand tall and proud, clawing at the sky with smaller homes nestled in their shadows. A thick wall imbued with mana surrounds the city. Despite the distance, the city life stirs a swirl of color against the white stone.

Under the fading sunlight, the city takes on an ethereal glow, magic-infused lights flickering from windows, casting an inviting glow against the twilight. The city is full of life and resonating with magic, standing there, unaware of the impending doom.

“I have killed almost everyone I knew and had some relationship with. My descendants, my disciples, my friends, my grandson Keiron.” Her eyes barely show any emotion as she says this. “It’s better to put them to rest than… whatever this is.”

The city looks so peaceful as we observe it from a cliff.

“Now I only need you to witness everything. But before that—” She disappears, not using a tear; she just moves that fast. She lands in the middle of the city, creating a crater under her. Her mana explodes, shattering the ground under her feet. I feel multiple monstrously powerful people fight against her. A pillar of orange light quickly turns into a dark cloud.

The sky is still a dark orange, reverberating under the influence of the man named Tristan, who is probably hundreds of miles away.

The ground around the distant woman lifts up, spewing more smoke and mana. White and red lightning starts to flicker around the clouds and the ground.

Slowly, the pillar grows, spewing out horrific amounts of mana that send me to my knees. My skin burns from the heat, my brain feels like it’s about to melt even while my mana continues to try to push back against it.

The monster appears next to me, and the pressure on me alleviates.

“Their emperor ran away, and one of his paragons died trying to stop me.”

The pillar of light grows even bigger, and even while being shielded by her, I feel her mana flaring up.

Suddenly, with a force so immense it’s almost incomprehensible, her mana explodes. The shockwave ripples outward, racing toward the city in a blink, reshaping the landscape with every passing second. Buildings don’t just crumble, they implode, collapsing under the weight of the unleashed power, their sturdy structures folding as easily as paper.

Massive chunks of ground are torn from their roots as though being sucked away by an unseen force. In the aftermath of the mana burst, the city isn’t just decimated, it’s erased from existence. Every trace of life, every symbol of civilization, was wiped away in an instant.

Accompanying it are sounds of destruction—the groans of twisting metal, the shattering of countless windows, and the devastating crashes of entire structures collapsing. Each sound resonates throughout the now-ruined landscape, marking the city’s transition from a vibrant metropolis to a graveyard.

Dust and debris are flung into the air, creating a cloud that blocks out the sun. It spreads, growing until it cloaks the ruined city beneath.

A city housing millions of people is destroyed just like that.

“My last descendants are now dead. By my hand, that’s the last favor I could give them all.”

Her face returns to its cold mask, yet her eyes seem off as she turns back to me.

Another tear appears in the air, and she moves us somewhere else.

[image: ]


It’s so quiet in the room where we are. [Perception] tells me that we are deep underground, surrounded only by a rock that has crystals filled with mana imbued in it. Each of them has a pattern too difficult to understand, disrupting the mana and the space all around us.

The room has a high ceiling and is squared. A silence dominates, sharp and absolute, broken only by the occasional distant hum of the mana-infused crystals. The floor underfoot is cool and unyielding, made out of polished stone.

As my eyes adjust to the subtle glow, I can make out the vague outlines of the massive room, all bathed in an ethereal glow from the mana crystals.

The gray-haired woman stops after we get there, looking at me.

“Try saying those words again.”

I do so.

She laughs, and her laugh echoes in the empty room with walls made of the same iron.

“I can’t hear anything.” Her laughter strengthens, and her eyes turn to me. “I can’t rewrite your mind, I can’t copy my subconsciousness to your brain, I can’t exit this planet. I don’t hear what you say, and even some of my thoughts feel off.”

She pauses.

“It’s disgusting.”

Her mana flows into the room.

“My mind should be mine alone!” she screams.

Even now, she is under the control of the system, unable to do anything, unable to come up with a reason or properly understand the situation. Even as powerful as she is, she is unable to do a thing.

A brooch hits my chest, and I catch it.

“This is the ‘Peacekeeper,’ the strongest defensive item in the world.”

The item is heavier than it looks, giving off a sense of safety. It’s just a silver oval, nothing fancy, but it’s carved with lots of tiny patterns filled with mana. The engravings buzz a little when I touch them, and when my mana reaches out, the Peacekeeper pushes back with a huge surge of energy, almost enough to knock me off my feet. It’s powerful, really powerful, but it’s holding back, ready to activate when needed.

My eyes meet hers.

“My name is Lissandra, and I’m the first and last Absolute. My mana is the most powerful in this world. Deep like a dark ocean, more viscous than hurricanes on the ruined north, colder than southern seas, and vaster than the plains of the abandoned continent. I’m the most powerful being in this world, and I’m a fake.”

Her words hang heavy in the air, a declaration of her existence. She stands as the embodiment of unparalleled power. Each syllable uttered seems to vibrate with power, sending ripples through the space around her. There’s a bitter bite to her voice.

Her mana continues to charge, only to be pulled back to her and flow somewhere deep in her Mana Heart.

“I can’t fight back even with my powers, and I can’t escape.”

More and more mana rushes to her, and the item in my hands starts to let out mana, fighting against her mana. The sheer volume of her mana is astounding, an ocean of power that threatens to overflow and engulf everything. The air around us crackles with raw, uncontrolled magic, the oppressive weight of her mana making it hard to breathe. It’s like being trapped in a storm, surrounded by thunderous waves of pure, unbridled energy.

She is like the core of a star, generating more and more mana and immediately absorbing it while terrifyingly delicate patterns of mana appear all over her body, etched by herself deep into her own skin.

Her voice trails off into a bitter laugh. “I feel hollow,” she continues, her face haunted, full of torment. “I’ve lived centuries, commanded power beyond measure. Yet there’s something missing, something incomplete.” Her gaze drifts toward me, her cold eyes reflecting the dim light of the underground room. “Every person I’ve ever known, every place I’ve ever been, it’s like they’ve been reduced to echoes… shadows.”

Her hand clenches into a fist, raw power humming around her. “I’m nothing more than a ghost. A fake trapped in a reality that isn’t mine.” A dark smile twists her lips. “But, no more. If I am a fake, if all this is fake, then let the world behold my mana.”

And then, with absolute confidence, she speaks.

“I’ll destroy it all.”


CHAPTER 99

[SINGULARITY]



Attention! Narrative irregularity detected. The current difficulty has escalated, now verging on %e^*@d difficulty.

The present difficulty level doesn’t align with the pre-set configuration. The floor quest is nearing completion. The deviation is within permissible limits. Reward reduction will be minimal.

Congratulations! You’ve successfully completed the second floor’s main quest in the fifth round of the tutorial for Hell difficulty. An entrance to the third floor has been created.

Ahole in the air, similar to the entrance that appeared after I completed the first floor, materializes next to me.

Lissandra continues to charge more and more mana, looking at me and not even noticing the entrance. Her eyes don’t even glance toward it. She is not feeling anything, not even with the room full of her mana, and even as she stands so close.

“That look of pity you’re giving me is annoying, little pup.”

The defensive item she gave me already works at full power, shielding me against her mana. I’m sure I would be long dead if not for it, overwhelmed by the pressure.

And now, the choice stands in front of me. I can keep an extremely powerful defensive item. The most powerful defensive item on this planet. With it in my hands, the next few floors of the tutorial would become so much easier.

Or I can stay.

The hole, the door, the entrance to the third floor hangs in the air next to me, and I see what lies in front of me. Just like back on the first floor, I take a step.

Away from the door, closer to the woman in front of me. The woman who killed Ruby. The woman who murdered everyone she considered a friend, a family member. All without a hint of hesitation. She fully accepted that she is not real.

I want to know more, I want to hear more, and I want to see more. Even if it means sacrificing an item in my hands, I’ll gladly throw it away just to be able to satisfy my curiosity.

Even as powerful as she is, she is still only a toy in the hands of the system, so I want to observe more of it. For my own future.

“You are different than me, so I have only one request for you,” she says.

I watch as she does something similar to when I created a construct. She etches circuits and pathways into her body. They are as thin as hair and intricately complex to a dizzying degree. The pattern is so complex that it’s hard to believe that something like this is possible for a human.

“Watch my last moments and the last moments of this world. Etch it all into your memory and live on as proof of my existence and of my determination not to be a slave to whatever this is.”

I hate her, and my blood boils as I look at her, still remembering the last moments of the pitiful redheaded woman.

“What was her name?”

For a moment, the roars of her mana go silent, and instead, a quiet laugh sounds.

“Her real name was Ruby. She was a spy that the kingdom put on me, and she was precious to me.”

Oh, a last joke a red-haired woman did on me, pretending for it to be a fake name. It’s so silly, it isn’t even funny. It’s so like her.

Lissandra’s laugh continues, and the room starts shaking more, the cause being something from the outside.

“They sense what I want to do, so they are trying to destroy this room. But they can’t. I have killed everyone capable of putting up a fight, and the only one who could fight me now is Tristan, but even he will die soon. Devoured by his own [Dawn] that is now charged by the “Sword of Aeons.” She looks at me. “The Emperor got to him and made him sacrifice his life and destroy the kingdom, the continent. He made him destroy most of humanity.”

So that’s how the second floor should end.

Her hands move toward her head, one of them still bleeding profusely, and she fixes her hair, staining it with blood as she does so, making her gray hair partially red as she ties it into a ponytail and fixes her clothes one last time. She does it slowly, and carefully, all while the world continues to shake.

“Now then. Watch carefully, little pup. Witness my [Singularity]. Learn as much as you can and in the future, if you step beyond my level, remember this poor old woman, remember this world, and maybe…” She shakes her head. “You and I aren’t that dissimilar. There is no need for more words.”

Our eyes meet, and I think she understands me in the same way I understand her.

She then starts charging herself with more mana. She does something I thought impossible. She pulls ambient mana from the air and devours it. She keeps pulling it from greater and greater distances.

A bit beyond this room. The size of a city. An entire kingdom. A continent.

All the mana rushes toward her like water from a broken dam, yet she absorbs it all. She spins it around her body and pulls it inside her Mana Heart, which is still beating strongly. Every single thud of her heart sounds deafening, and intricate patterns start glowing all over her body as she continues to etch them. On her skin, over her flesh, into her bones, on inner organs, circles around her heart.

The woman is turning herself into a construct.
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An hour passes, and the attacks on our position stop. Everyone above the ground is most likely dead already.

Lissandra is still standing there, tears visible all over her skin and blood flowing from her body. Yet not even for a second does her face lose its determination.

Another hour passes. Her entire skin is covered in etched circuits, and I almost can’t feel anything anymore; even my [Perception] is pulled toward her. The mana in the air feels palpable, almost as if I can touch it.

But she continues to absorb more and more and squeeze it all into one place. She makes it so dense that I would consider it impossible, yet she does just that. An impossible amount of mana gets squeezed to a smaller and smaller point while the body of the woman continues to break. There is no hesitation as she continues.

In the same way, she was decisive when killing all the people she knew; she is also decisively ruining her own body. All because of some sort of twisted logic belonging to her.

A bit more time passes, and the item in my hands continues to hum, constantly generating a protective field around me. Yet, that field becomes smaller and smaller. Amazingly, the item still holds on.

And more amazingly, the woman in front of me too.

Her eyes now burned out, her skin charred, and her figure even thinner than before. Turned into a glowing shape only barely similar to that of a human.

Yet I still feel her mana on me, and Lissandra continues to make sure I watch until she dies. Her perceiving touch on me is gone. Her brain is unable to endure all this mana.

The woman sacrificed her family, her friends, her body, and her own mind to reach her goal.

It’s the single most captivating sight I’ve ever witnessed. A resolve so unyielding, it’s willing to shatter its own mind upon making a decision. My eyes are glued to it, heart pounding, shaken by her absolute and unhesitating resolve.

Without hesitation, she slowly lost more and more of herself, as if wiping out her mind. Memories, thoughts; she gave it all up without a second thought, turning her body into a massive mana battery that continues to absorb mana from the world even now. Her heart is still beating, kept alive by an intricate web of circuits that cover what remains of her body.

The shield around me starts flickering, and I move closer to the entrance, yet I still watch as what remains of her finally activates the skill she had been charging the entire time, feeding it with mana.

[Singularity]

The skill activation is sudden, almost unfathomable. A core of darkness is emerging from the center of Lissandra’s remains, akin to an obsidian pearl birthed from a shattered star.

It starts small, a mere point in space, but it’s growing, nourished by an incessant stream of mana from the battered body. The shadows around it are warping and twisting, drawn toward it as if into a vortex.

The ground beneath it is buckling, groaning, and eventually shattering, unable to resist the unfathomable gravitational pull. It’s like watching a star collapse in reverse, a world-ending event happening in slow motion.

The singularity, a black hole in its rawest form, is being unleashed. Space itself starts to bend around it.

Looking toward where she stood one more time, I step through the portal when I feel the item in my hands turning to dust.

The entrance behind me closes, and so many notifications ring in my head. I have to shake them off, needing a moment to calm down, to absorb what I saw.

I look around, finding myself standing alone in a vast, desolate landscape. The remnants of what once must have been a bustling city lies in ruins around me. A cold wind cuts through the silence, carrying with it the scent of burnt wood.

In the distance, a small figure stands against the gray sky—a young girl, barely ten, with flames flickering around her body.

But I do not have time to rest. A circle of blue flames surrounds me, slithering like a serpent, the heat palpable on my skin.

Without any hesitation, the flames attack me, and my [Redistribution] activates.


CHAPTER 100

YOU WILL OWE ME



Very quickly, I realize that my current skill at handling thermal energy is not enough. So, instead, a wave of disruptive mana explodes from me at the center, only further boosted by the surge.

For a long moment, the energies clash: blazing blue flames against an invisible force trying to cancel them out. Surprised, I push even more, feeding the skill with more and more mana until the flames finally dissipate, leaving burning pieces of wood from the ruined building nearby.

The young girl, Isabella, looks at me with a surprised expression.

“Oh, you are still alive.”

You what?

[Perception] fires up, but there are only two of us as far as I can feel. Did Sophie not survive on the second floor?

“Where is your sister?”

She seems to be surprisingly calm. “I don’t know. I appeared here alone.”

Sigh, I can’t be dealing with kids now.

“Use difficulty change token and move to easier difficulty,” I say, still shaken from the end of the second floor. I need some time alone to process it all.

“Sophie said that we will stay in Hell!”

Huh? That’s surprising. Also, goddamn it. What now? I can’t leave her alone, she’s just a kid. Even I am not such an asshole.

Haaa, so annoying!

“You know that your sister did something to your brain? She probably controls you or changed the way you think,” I say.

Just a short probe was enough, and the girl didn’t even notice my mana scanning her. What I found is something similar to the construct Sophie put on me so long ago. Yes, it’s different and feels much more delicate, but the base is the same.

“I can remove it, and you will get back to normal.”

[Disruption] and [Mana Manipulation] should be enough to deal with it.

“It’s fine, I know about it,” she says, smiling, and with a few short steps, almost like small jumps, she gets to me. “You have your arm back.”

She pokes my restored left arm.

That’s another reason I can’t be dealing with her. Lily still should be unconscious if she even survived the end of the floor. I already checked the Community, and the Hell Difficulty seems to have even more people than before. I blame it on dumbasses that have passed here from easier difficulties, a few of them already spamming the Community.

What gives me hope is that Biscuit is one of them, so hopefully, others are fine too. Tess also answered, but there is nothing from Hadwin, the twins, and Kim, not even Sophie looking for her sister.

It’s all one huge mess.

“Follow me,” I say to her and start walking while my [Perception] continues to fire up as far as I can. I even use [Redistribution] and energy from spinning mana orbs to get as high as I can, trying to see if I can spot anything.

The girl gives me an excited little scream asking me to take her, and after a bit of thought, I take her on my chest and start quickly moving through the desolate third floor. Propelling myself high into the air, I look for anyone.

The third floor seems to be one massive city. It’s stretching as far as I can see, even as I am high up in the air. Just building after building and streets that are either made of ground dust or cobblestones. A huge percentage of buildings, nearly all of them, aren’t higher than two stories tall, and only once in a while, a taller building appears.

The city is in a desolate state. Some of the buildings are crumbling, some are burned, others are destroyed.

Carefully watching our surroundings, I open the notifications.

Congratulations! You have cleared the second floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial. Welcome to the third floor: Saint’s Eternal Bastion.

You have acquired:

Skill upgrade token

Tutorial Difficulty change token

20 stat points

You can now use Community with a time limit of 15 minutes per 24 hours.

Isabella pulls on my shirt. “Hey, where is the cute small doggo that was always with you? I want to pet him.”

Are all kids like this? Trying to kill you and then immediately acting so friendly to the first person they meet? I can understand the first part—it might be Sophie’s doing, trying to keep her little sister alive—but the second?

While investing all the stat points into mana, I ask her, “Didn’t Sophie warn you not to follow strangers?”

Even Biscuit understands that!

“She did! She also said something about you being a bad guy.”

She what? That’s rich, coming from her.

The little girl continues, “But Soph is dumb sometimes. I think you are a nice guy!” Her big eyes are looking at me, and there is a small smile on her face.

Black hair, green eyes, and skin that seems to be tanned, she is the spitting image of her older sister, two girls easily recognizable as sisters.

“Where is the doggo…” she complains.

Sigh, this is going to be annoying.
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Soph (Hell, group 4) - Isabella!

Soph (Hell, group 4) - Izzy!

Sophie continues to spam in Community while I read the texts. Her desperation is clearly visible even in the texts she is sending, and I believe I know how she’s feeling. I have a sibling too, you know.

Plus, I still don’t know anything about Lily. Everyone else seems to be fine, all things considered. Broken limbs, deep wounds, and a bit of trauma. Isn’t that a cheap price to pay for surviving the end of the world?

The only ones not answering are Kim and Lily.

Right now, it seems that everyone got split into smaller groups.

Tess is with Sophie and Aaron.

Hadwin is with Dennis and Maya.

Biscuit is most likely alone, yet he seems fine for now, seeing him spam the chat.

There are three guys from Hard Difficulty that used the difficulty change token to get here.

No other people joined our group, most likely meaning that you can change difficulty only by one level up or down, meaning easy or normal can’t join Hell. Others have also confirmed that it’s not possible to use the token to change the difficulty to a higher one than “Hell.”

I also confirm my suspicion that no one from Hell difficulty is normal. The reason?

Everyone is still fucking here. Not a single person decided to change the difficulty to lower, which would give them a much higher chance of survival.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I’m with your sister, she’s sleeping.

Finally, Sophie pauses her spam.

Soph (Hell, group 4) - I swear, if you hurt her.

Well, didn’t things get solved for me? I just need to babysit her sister a bit, and then I have a mind mage on my side, right? Right? Like it matters… I already know I won’t be able to leave a little kid here alone, but Sophie doesn’t need to know.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I will keep her safe. You will owe me. You will owe me a lot, okay?

I will get as much use as I can out of you. And this is your only chance. At this moment, I’m about to ignore the fact that you played with my life, and I will even take care of your precious sibling. Even you should know that I had to take a step back two times, so don’t trample on my pride. Even I am at my limit, and probably only [Focus] allows me to push my feelings to the back of my mind.

Soph (Hell, group 4) - Yes. I will owe you. Just… please, keep her safe. I will continue to look for you, try to find us…

Then her connection cuts off, and I also turn off the Community, deciding to check it a bit later.

Okay, time to check the rest of my notifications.

Ability to identify item rarities unlocked!

Well, isn’t that interesting?

I pull out one of the mana stones from my pocket. The mana stone that Ruby kept making fun of me over so often and with such laughter. I freeze for a second, memories roaring through my mind. For that short moment, I let them. All these feelings, all these useless, dumb feelings.

I hate feeling like this, [Focus].

I push them out and then look down at the stone in my palm.

Emberstone (uncommon) - A small, smooth mana stone that emits a gentle warmth when activated. Perfect for keeping hands warm in cold weather.

Could be useful, I’ll see later how I can use it, now then, let’s upgrade one of my skills.

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 28

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 28

Perception - Level 22

Oscillation - Level 18

Redistribution - Level 13

Armament - Level 23

Mana Surge - Level 10

Disruption - Level 12

First, I try to use it on Focus and Mana manipulation.

Impossible to upgrade already upgraded skills at this moment!

Obviously, this is the system I both hate and love. There is no way it would be that easy.

Damn it.

Well, there are six skills over level 10, so twenty-four options?

Step by step! First, I need to check [Redistribution], [Perception], and [Disruption].

Congratulations! You can now upgrade your level 10 skill by using the skill upgrade token. Currently, there are six skills available for upgrade. Choose wisely!

[Redistribution]

Surge Absorption: Enhance your ability to absorb larger, more potent surges of energy, increasing the limit of energy you can store.

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

Force Field Creation: Learn to release absorbed energy as a protective force field, offering defense as well as attack capabilities.

Energy Imprint: Develop the ability to leave an imprint of your absorbed energy on objects or areas, creating traps or delayed effects.

[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.

[Disruption]

Disruptive Echo: Master a technique to leave a lingering disruption in an opponent’s mana flow, causing intermittent disruptions even after the initial contact.

Disruption Infusion: Improve your ability to infuse your own spells or physical attacks with disruptive energy, adding a disruptive effect to every action you make.

Disruption Wave: Increase your ability to disrupt mana over a wider area, affecting multiple opponents or a larger magical structure.

Mana Lockdown: Enhance your skill to create a sustained disruption that prevents the opponent from using their mana for a period of time.

Damn it, this is going to be a hard decision.


CHAPTER 101

DUMB SOMETIMES



Okay, first things first, there are a few upgrades I really like! Like, really, really like.

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

That’s some goddamn amazing options for [Redistribution].

Right now, I can absorb kinetic and thermal energy, but in the future? I could just end up standing in the middle of dozens of attacks, continuously boosting my body.

Isn’t that goddamn cool?

And this one for [Perception] too, 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.

One of my biggest strengths is the ability to learn and nearly copy plenty of skills; this would take it to another level! Even helping me to improve my existing skills much faster.

I already have trouble deciding between these two skills.

As for [Disruption], most of the upgrades sound like something I should be able to learn on my own; hell, even the other two skills have plenty of upgrades I can learn on my own.

Okay, on to the next ones!

[Armament]

Mana Materialization: Develop the skill to compact and solidify mana to a greater degree, increasing the durability and potency of the created armament.

Transient Armament: Master the skill to instantly form and de-form weapons and objects, adding an element of surprise and adaptability in combat scenarios.

Spectral Armament: Upgrades the armament skill to create semi-physical armaments that can phase through objects or attacks, adding a new layer of strategic options.

Intelligent Armament: An upgrade that enables armaments to possess a level of autonomous action, allowing them to react to changing circumstances in combat.

[Oscillation]

Oscillation Overdrive: Master the ability to overload your oscillation, creating a massive wave of force to overwhelm enemies.

Oscillation Intensity Control: Enhance your ability to control the intensity of oscillation, allowing you to vary the sharpness of your weapons as per the requirement.

Oscillation Ripple: Develop the ability to generate rippling oscillations, creating waves that propagate through objects or the environment.

Vibrational Shields: Develop the ability to generate a shield of oscillating mana, deflecting physical attacks by vibrating at ultra-high frequencies.

[Mana Surge]

Surge Amplification: Enhance your ability to generate larger, more potent surges of mana, increasing the power of your spells.

Surge Adaptation: Develop the skill to adapt your mana surges to different types of magic, providing versatility in casting.

Surge Sustainment: Learn to maintain a boosted mana circulation over longer periods, increasing the duration of enhanced skills.

Surge Resilience: Master your body’s tolerance to high-speed mana circulation, reducing physical exhaustion and potential damage from a surge.

Oh my, Spectral Armament and Intelligent Armament look amazing. Especially the second one. It kind of reminds me of the way the sniper from the second floor used her mana arrows. Even now, I can imagine so many ways I could use these skills, yet I still wasn’t able to replicate them.

[Oscillation] is kind of a disappointment; sure, some uses are things I didn’t think of that much, but they again mostly sound like something I could develop on my own or even use right now with the help of [Mana Surge].

As for [Mana Surge], I like [Surge Adaptation]. As of now, I wasn’t able to use the surge for absorbed kinetic or thermal energy; the energy is somehow different from mana. That could also be a huge boost, especially if I improve the way I absorb my own kinetic energy from the orb stat I spin around myself.

Surge Sustainment could be good as well. With time and some learning, it could almost work as a passive boost, but that’s also something I believe I can reach on my own. Sure, it will take longer, but I will get there.

And Surge Resilience?

I am a man! I like to live dangerously.

Famous last words?

Totally.

Overall, I’m loving the upgrades, but I will need to think a bit more about them, just an hour or two to calm myself down as [Focus] isn’t that good at dimming this kind of excitement.

“Hey, little brat.”

I wake up Isabella, and she stands up with a quiet groan, sounding almost like an old man. “I want to sleep.”

“We have to find your sister.”

“Oh…”

“And the doggo.”

“OH!”

Poor Sophie.
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“So, how come you trust me so much?” I ask while moving over the roof with Isabella in my arms.

“You feel safe!”

She is still just a child, I guess, even though Sophie did something to her to make her better handle all this stuff. I do realize that for some people, it might sound disgusting, but I think it was the right decision. Young kids aren’t built for this.

“So, what did Sophie do to you?”

The little girl stops looking around with her big eyes. “She said she will make me forget some things and make me braver!”

I see.

“She was so sad while doing so, but I trust her! Soph is kind of dumb, but she was super serious while using her skill.”

Hmm, that could mean Little Isabella has some skill that allows her to see through the intentions of people.

“You said I’m safe?”

“Yup! Soph always says not to get closer to you, but Soph is dumb sometimes. You are totally safe. Even the doggo likes you.”

Kids…

“So, what level is Sophie?”

“I can’t tell you.” She giggles and hits the top of my head a few times with her small hand.

Damn, are all kids like this? Is it because of what Sophie did, or is it because of her skill that tells her that I’m safe?

“I see.” I force out a quiet laugh, “She must be weaker than me. There is no way she is level 30 like me!”

Huhu. Let’s see now.

“She is strong!”

“Yes, yes, as if I would believe you.”

The little girl slaps the top of my head a few times and continues with a voice that sounds more cute than angry. “Sophie is level 39! She’s much stronger than you!”

Totally as planned! You are still far too young not to get tricked by Nathaniel Gwyn! Easy! No shame at all!

“Wow, she is so strong,” I add, and Isabella continues to compliment her sister.

Still, she seems childish. Are ten-year-old kids usually like that?

Unfortunately, I don’t get more information from her, and after a while, I stop to look around the city. We already moved for quite some time, yet I didn’t see any monsters, people, or animals.

As for the [Floor Quest].

Floor quest: Put the saint to final rest.

Rewards:

Shop

Skill upgrade token

Rare graded gear of your choice

30 stat points

Well, I guess we are hired killers now? Still, the system is quite a joker sometimes, so I wouldn’t be surprised if there is a surprise or two along the way.

And the rewards? The Shop is clearly the most interesting one. We already have a Community, so having a Shop is interesting. Does it mean we can sell stuff to other people? Buy from them? Will the system be selling us stuff?

Sounds quite fun.

I continue to think, to keep my mind busy as we move faster and faster. My mana easily able to handle all this expenditure.

“You’re sad,” the little girl says out of nowhere.

Am I? There is no chance, I didn’t even like that granny monster, and as for Ruby, I knew her for what? A few weeks? There’s no way I’m sad.

“It’s okay, you can cry if you want. I won’t tell anyone, not even Soph.”

Silly girl, what are you even talking about?

“You are trying so hard to forget.” She giggles. “Old people are silly.”

Oi, I am not even old.

“Even Soph tries to act so bravely. I love her, but she is so dumb sometimes.” Another giggle, and she pats the top of my head, this time more gently.

“I cry too.” She whispers as if telling a secret. “I remember crying when Mom didn’t allow me to pet the neighbor’s huge dog…”

In back of my mind, I listen to her silly chirping while going through what happened at the end of the second floor. How weak I was in front of Lissandra´s immense power.

I need to get stronger and I will do just that. This is just a start and we are just a few months into the tutorial. What will become of me by the end of it? Will I look at the world in the way Lissandra did? Such a scary, yet exciting thought.

Just how far can my fascination of mana take me?

But before all of that, I will help Lily. I owe that girl at least that much. Then there are few people that I got used to. I think it would make me sour to see them go, so I will try to help them as well, and I can’t forget the best doggo of the second... of the third floor.

Then there’s this cheerful little kid. I have a feeling that I will be complaining a lot, but at the same time, her childish innocence is hard to hate.

When Izzy calls Sophie dumb in her chirping, I nod. What makes her excited is that someone agrees with her and she continues to talk faster, as if excited by the fact.

[image: ]


Kim Min-Jae

I dash upwards, making my body lighter with [Gravity Well] and then using [Telekinesis] on a small tower near me. As the tower is too heavy for me to pull, I get quickly pulled to it instead.

I continue to do it over again, pulling myself toward the ground, roof, and wall of the house.

It’s still not as fluid as I would like it to be, but it feels amazing, almost as if I am flying, the trait I picked on the first floor finally showing some of its uses.

For a moment, I stop on one of the roofs and look at the wound on my leg.

It’s healing quite nicely, yet it’s still bleeding a lot. A last gift from the Cinderbear we killed together while the world around us was ending. I still have the memories fresh in my mind.

The sky had that sunset-like glow, but it felt like it was about to drop on us. I remember the intense pressure, terrifying, and also my chest barely moving under all this pressure.

It was terrifying, easily something I can call the end of the world, and all caused by a single man called Tristan and his [Dawn], as the redheaded woman said before the scary grandma killed her.

But before everything came to an end, before we met our impending doom, something even stranger occurred. The second floor abruptly ended, and the entrance to the third floor appeared—the entrance we immediately used to escape.

As for what happened afterward? We all got split.

I push open the door, stepping into a house that appears to be in considerably better shape than its neighbors. The stairs groan under my weight as I walk upstairs, eventually reaching another door. As I open it, my eyes fall upon an unconscious body with a missing arm, sprawled out on an old, dust-laden bed.

But why did I have to end up with her?

With the girl that killed my friend.

Hell Difficulty Tutorial will continue in Book Two!

[image: ]




THANK YOU FOR READING HELL DIFFICULTY TUTORIAL



We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Hell Difficulty Tutorial to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Also in series:

Hell Difficulty Tutorial

Hell Difficulty Tutorial 2
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Check out the entire series here! (Tap or Scan)
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Looking for more great books?
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The last of humanity will rise again... He will lead them. The Earth met its end, bathed in holy fire. Rifts spill monsters into our world. Chaos reigns. Now, the Kingdom of Cindrus is the last bastion of humanity. The last vestiges of a broken people clinging to life deep underground. But not all hope is lost. Erec has been blessed by the Goddess. From a line of disgraced nobility, he seeks to reclaim his family’s honor and join the prestigious academy – the institution that trains the next generation of Knights. With a power that brings him to an uncontrollable Rage, and an old-world AI aiding him, Erec seeks to reconquer the world with the remains of human-kind. Knights Apocalyptica is an action packed, apocalypse LitRPG from debut author Zach Skye. Loaded with progression, a detailed system, power armor, a magic academy, and so much more, it's perfect for fans of The Iron Prince, Bastion, and 12 Miles Below. Available on Kindle, Kindle Unlimited, and Audible narrated by the legendary Roger Clark (Arthur Morgan in Red Dead Redemption 2)!




Get Knights Apocalyptica Now!
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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. The real question is, is he now a villain or not? And will he survive long enough to find out? Don't miss the next action-packed LitRPG / GameLit series by Levi Werner, the bestselling author behind World of Magic. It's perfect for fans of Sylver Seeker, Book of the Dead, and The Ritualist.




Get Redemption’s Cost now!
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On Earth, he was a titan of industry. Now, he is prey. In his past life, Dollar was an unparalleled mind forged by the flames of tribulation. He'd built his wealth and influence from nothing and never looked back. But after dying and reincarnating into the world of Ioa, he is thrust into poverty and trapped in a forest of flames with nothing but a decrepit wooden hut to protect him. With family out to kill him, an army of monsters surrounding him, and omnipotent gods sent to assassinate him, Dollar finds that in this new world, success is defined by adversity. He's climbed his way up from rock bottom once, and he refuses to stay there again. Knowing he will need his wits and more to survive, he learns the art of rune crafting and gains access to a System. From there, he'll begin his ascent. With the power to craft infinite effects and mold existence itself, nothing will stand in his way. With the entire world stacked against him, Dollar has them right where he wants them... Dont miss the next action-packed, Reincarnation LitRPG series from ThinkTwice, the bestselling author of Mark of the Crijik. Join an unexpected protagonist in the fight for his life as he progresses in power, magical ability, and learns what is really important in life.




Get The Root of All Evil now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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