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SUMMARY OF BOOK 1



In Book 1, Nathaniel and twenty-four bus passengers appear in the middle of the forest, along with the bus they were on. Two suns in the sky quickly give away that something is amiss.

Soon after, they meet their first monster, a huge wolf with text over its head. During and after the fight, they find out about the system, monsters, and leveling.

There are four difficulties in the tutorial, and they are in the most difficult one, Hell.

Each of the bus passengers starts with two skills. Nathaniel has [Mana Manipulation] and [Focus], both of which seem somewhat weak in comparison to what others have.

So, obviously, the best solution is to dump all the stats into mana. Nothing can go wrong, right?

During the first floor, the main goal is to survive for a month in the forest where the monsters gradually become stronger as time progresses. From goblins to goblin warriors, goblin shamans using magic, a wolf with telekinetic powers, and the ever-present Cinderbear picking them off one after another.

One of the dangers is the other attendees of the tutorial. There are Tess, Nathaniel’s friend from Earth with a rocky relationship behind them; a troubled young Korean boy, Kim Min-Jae, who, in a twisted way, likes the tutorial more than his strict life on Earth; Lily, a girl with the most powerful damage skill out of the group while being a healer as well; and Sophie and her little sister she cares about the most, even to the point of being willing to put others in danger. Worst of all is her mind manipulation skill that makes you wonder if you can trust what you think. Hadwin, an ex-policeman, and a few more students, still kids, and some other people are also there.

Everyone who got into Hell Difficulty seems to be there for a reason: twisted, broken, and having to rely on themselves to survive even at the cost of others. A bunch of assholes, if you will.

Nathaniel is one of these as well. At first, thrown into danger, he goes into survival mode, untrusting and willing to sacrifice others, but as the weeks pass and the floor progresses and he becomes more confident with his powers, he opens up to some of the passengers he groups with. Just a tiny bit and very slowly.

Part of it all is Biscuit, a corgi who learns telepathic communication only so he can ask for more food. I just wish he could use more words than (Food) and (Asshole). But he is cute, so it’s fine.

With all these troubles, the floor progresses, passengers dying one after another while being forced to adapt, level, and learn about their skills they now possess. The system drip-feeding them information doesn’t help.

After mana rain pierces their skin and hordes of monsters attack the group, they are forced to run and reach the clearing where it all started, the one where they appeared on the floor.

There, first floor ends with a fight between Nathaniel and Cinderbear. Using all he has learned, Nathaniel barely wins and stumbles through the portal and enters the second floor.

There they get their first Primary Class and access to the Community, a chat-like forum room where they can communicate with other groups in the Hell Difficulty tutorial, learning more about the world they are thrown into.

The second floor reveals a world where people are very used to the system, stats, leveling, and mana. A kingdom is at war against a mind mage emperor. 

They learn about Champions, the most powerful humans, each of them strong enough to be considered weapons of mass destruction, capable of wiping out entire continents.

Yet over them exists a single, even more mysterious being, an Absolute.

Being considered drifters and way too weak and new to the system, they are forcefully separated, everyone being sent a different way. Nat ends up catching the interest of a young noble.

Nat ends up abused and threatened, being told he will die in a few more days.

Before it can happen, the young noble dies of NATural causes, sending the now-dead noble’s estate into panic.

That’s when a woman called Lissandra enters the scene with her disciple, a woman called Ruby. In the following weeks, Nathaniel spends time with this mysterious woman and her disciple.

He’s thrown into tunnels full of monsters, goes out on hunts that end up terribly, but enjoys his time on the second floor as his strength and experience grow.

Lissandra is revealed to be an Absolute, the most powerful being of her planet that the second floor is based on, the world called Eladore. Worst of all, Absolute Lissandra starts having a strong suspicion that something feels amiss.

Nat has a theory that the floors are recreations of the world from the database of the system. The copy was most likely made long ago, thousands of years ago maybe, and then recreated for the purpose of the tutorial.

Even being fake, Lissandra realizes something is amiss, that the system is unable to fully contain a being of her level.

The floor quest of the second floor is to witness the end of the world. The Champion of the kingdom, a man called Tristan, bearing the Sword of Aeons, the strongest mana battery of Eladore, is controlled by the mind mage emperor of the empire, forced to use his skill called [Dawn], in the process wiping life from the planet.

As the group of four struggles to survive and Lily sacrifices her own arm to restore Nathaniel’s, it all becomes even worse. 

An Absolute Lissandra, realizing that she and everything are fake and rather than being a toy in the hands of the system, decides to end it all. Sacrificing her life and turning her own body into a construct, she absorbs all the mana of Eladore, using it to power her skill [Singularity].

The second floor ends with Nat witnessing it all before entering the third floor. There, group four is separated again, and Nat ends up with Isabella, the little sister of mind manipulator Sophie. 

Tess, a blonde controlling lightning and Nat’s old friend, ends up with Sophie. 

Hadwin appears on the second floor with one of the twins, Aaron, while Maya, a young woman possessing the same skill as Nat, [Focus], ends up with the other twin, Dennis. 

Lily ends up unconscious with Kim Min-Jae, the young boy whose friend her skill accidentally killed during the end of the first floor. 

Biscuit ends up there alone, doing his own things, but there is no need to worry about the future animal Archmage.

And a new floor and new floor quest start: put the Saint to the final rest, whatever that means.


CHAPTER 1
BENEATH THE CHILD’S SMILE



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

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

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

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

But in the end, I go with Symbiotic Transference.

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

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

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

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

Damn, it sounds cool as heck!

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finally, and as I thought.

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

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

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

Soph (Hell, group 4) - Noname!

StrongestOne (Hell, group 4) - Ok…

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

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

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

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

Okay, time to check my beautiful status.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

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

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

Level 75

Strength: 20

Dexterity: 19

Constitution: 67

Mana: 229

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Sub-class: unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 28

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 28

Perception - Level 22

Oscillation - Level 18

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 13

Armanent - Level 23

Mana Surge - Level 10

Disruption - Level 12

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

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

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

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

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

Oh, there is also a [Side Quest].

Side quest: Kill 100 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

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

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

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

Anyway, it’s time to move.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[Rottenfang Vermin - Level 39]

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

“Ewww.” The little girl says what I am thinking.

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

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

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - Level 36]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin- Level 38]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - Level 34]

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

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

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

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

All while holding a kid in my arms!

Easy.

“So you said that I am safe, right?”

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

Her answers might help me to understand her skill better.

“Is Sophie safe too?”

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

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

The girl giggles and nods.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I already know where it’s going.

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

I don’t know what to say.

“So I burned them!” she says and smiles. “And only then did you appear.”

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

A ten-year-old girl says it in a similar way to how she talked about the cute dog she met a few weeks ago.


CHAPTER 2
DESOLATE REMNANTS



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

Some entire streets are totally destroyed, either by an explosion or by fire.

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

There is no water, and it doesn’t seem that it is going to rain soon. So yes, the side quest seems to be the best way to get some food or water.

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

“They smell,” she complains, and I can’t help but agree.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

With her standing so close to me, I can’t spin orbs around my body, so I make them spin a bit higher, around my head, ready to turn their energy into any form I might need.

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

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

[Alghoul - Level 89]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

[You have defeated the Alghoul - Level 89]

[Level 75 > Level 76]

[Redistribution - Level 13 > Redistribution - Level 14]

[Disruption - Level 12 > Disruption - Level 13]

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

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

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

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

Three orbs slow down, quickly replaced by two more.

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

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

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

[Gutter Gargoyle - Level 86]

[Rampart Revenant - Level 91]

Both of them are easily identifiable as named ones.

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

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


CHAPTER 3
DUSTY TRIUMPH



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Revenant loses its head, and I cut apart its chest.

[You have defeated the Rampart Revenant - Level 91]

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

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

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

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

Finally, the body falls to the ground.

[You have defeated the Gutter Gargoyle - Level 86]

[Level 76 > Level 77]

[Oscillation - Level 18 > Oscillation - Level 19]

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

It will heal, obviously, but…damn it.

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

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

Moreover, I did hear a bit more notifications, so what was it? Oh, a new [Side Quest]!

Side quest: Reach level 100

Reward: Body upgrade

Oh, isn’t that interesting? I’m curiou— Eh? What is this sound?

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

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

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

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

Let this be a good lesson for me.

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

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

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

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

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

Easy!

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

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

Side quest: Kill 100 enemies

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

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

bag (Common)

warm clothes (Common)

light armor (Common)

wooden shield (Common)

firestarter (Common)

spear (Common)

emberstone (Common)

air purifier (Common)

…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Biscuit, god damn it.

Oh, a force of habit.

As for the new side quest?

Side quest: Kill 200 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

Well, if the requirements to finish the quest will grow the way they do now, things will become…interesting.


CHAPTER 4
FRAGMENTS OF LOST MEMORIES



Easy Difficulty: 1368/2000

Normal Difficulty: 903/1000

Hard Difficulty: 293/500

Hell Difficulty: 54/250

Community tournament (currently unavailable)

The Community’s numbers look like this.

Even Hell Difficulty gained some new people, although some of them died. Looking at it, around two hundred people moved from Easy to Normal, around sixty from Normal to Hard, and around ten from Hard to Hell.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hello, Hungry. I’m Nathaniel.”

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

I’m not appreciated here at all.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yes, it’s getting colder and darker.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Side quest: Kill 300 enemies

The reward is the same.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There is also one interesting thing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They are fake, aren’t they?

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

“Thank you!”

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

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

“Ehm? What?”

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

What are you even going on about?

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

I can’t remember at all.

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

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

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

There is one scary question that stays on my mind.

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

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

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

Everything else doesn’t matter that much.

I open the community and type.

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

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

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

Slowly, my beating heart calms down, along with the murderous thoughts that flash through my mind.

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

I breathe out, noticing that my breath is shaking.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Thank you.

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

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

She still seems not scared but disturbed.

“You can’t hate Sophie.” Her voice is so soft, so quiet.

And for that, I have no answer, so I don’t say anything.


CHAPTER 5
MOST NORMAL ONE



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

Sigh.

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

“T-thank you.”

Yes, yes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silly girl.

Haaa, I’m bored.

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

“Not telling!”

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

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

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

“No!” she shouts.

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

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

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

Huhu.

Wait a moment. “Did you know I lied?”

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

“…”

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

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

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

I sense danger, a lot of danger.

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

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

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

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

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Thanks.

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

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

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

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

You bastard.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do you like?”

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

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

“That’s what old people do!”

Oi, listen here, you brat!

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

Haa, fine.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then I feel a touch of mana on myself, someone probing me, sensing my signature. Only when another group of monsters starts moving toward us from the edge of my perception do I realize that now the monsters able to locate us have also started appearing.


CHAPTER 6
DUMBER THAN SOPH



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

[Parasitic Wererat - Level 76]

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

[Parasitic Wererat - Level 75]

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

[Parasitic Wererat - Level 74]

I see how it is.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then we move again; this time, I jump from roof to roof, only using [Redistribution] to boost my strength and rush mana through my body, making it even stronger and faster on top of the new upgrade of [Redistribution]. Isabella lets out excited screaming noises as we continue to run at a speed that feels fast and exciting even to me.

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

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

[Chameleon Bat - Level 66]

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

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

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

Yet there is no sign of my mana depleting.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I propel myself up and rush again, noticing that the girl is leaving some sort of traps behind us, traps that explode into blue fire when monsters get close. As we continue to run, I ignore the monsters that are scanning me and detecting us, sending other monsters after us. Monsters that I can kill and make it much easier to run.

But hey, where is the fun in that?

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

[Level 77 > Level 79]

[Focus - Level 28 > Focus - Level 29]

[Redistribution - Level 14 > Redistribution - Level 16]

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

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

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

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

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

The new side quest is this.

Side quest: Kill 400 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

Look familiar?

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

Then there is also another side quest:

Side quest:

Reach level 100

Get 3 skills over level 30

Rewards:

Skill upgrade token

So is this skill upgrade token different, allowing me to upgrade my already upgraded skills? Will completing this side quest allow me to upgrade my Level 30 skills? Or is it just a normal skill upgrade token and I can’t upgrade already upgraded skills?

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER 7
THE TRIO FROM HARD DIFFICULTY



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well, well, well, isn’t that great?

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

More and more rats rush them, and the trio seems to slowly become more and more nervous at the sight of the never-ending wave of monsters.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Seeing how much trouble they have with just a small group of Rottenfang Vermin—rats, as I call them with love—I kinda guess that they will wake up pretty fast to the dangers of this difficulty.

Hell, they didn’t even get to fight Alghoul, Gargoyles, or Wererats.

Wanting to make a strong impression, I start charging my mana, and unlike my usual use, I let a lot more of it leak from my body, wasting it on something that might seem strong aura but to me is more like throwing away mana.

Like a koala, Isabella puts her small arms around my neck and clings to my chest, damn. That seems like the novice body pillow class is still on the menu.

I propel myself high in the air and then land in the middle of a group of monsters.

For a second, they become surprised, the same as three humans, but then my mana fires up even more, absorbing their kinetic energy and slowing them down to the stop. A monster with weaker mana than me and not that strong of a body is unable to move and allows me to absorb all of this energy.

I add it to the energy I absorbed before jumping here and then release it, obliterating almost the entire group of monsters, together with the wall of a nearby house.

The remaining ones get shot by projectiles made out of mana. This time, I make them bigger, looking like arrows instead of my usual orbs, knowing that this will look more impressive.

Nice start! The trio is looking at me with big eyes, their bodies showing caution.

“Ciphermind, Frostfall, and Goldie?” I ask, saying their aliases from the forum.

Finally, realizing that I’m just another tutorial attendee, they calm down slightly, but only slightly.

“Yes, and who are you?” the man who used a water-based attack asks, but I feel him collecting mana in the palm of his hand.

“Noname, Hell Difficulty right from the start. This is Isabella. She is also from our group 4.”

“Oh, the one who blew off his arm—” He cuts off.

Oi, what asshole is still spreading it around, even to rookies? Savant? I bet it’s Savant!

Whatever, we better hurry.

“Let’s leave first. Stronger monsters always appear if you kill enough rats,” I say. It’s not even a lie. It always happens. Usually, Alghoul and Gargoyles appear, and then if you deal even with them, Chameleon Bats and Wererats.

“S-stronger than this?” the guy that used weapons made out of ice asks nervously.

Is he dumb? Did he think this is all?

“Obviously, they would be stronger. Don’t forget where we are,” the man with water-based skill tells him impatiently. “You can call me Cipher, he can be Frost, and she is Goldie,” he says, not using real names but the ones people use in the Community.

Nearly everyone does that, and people don’t give out their real names. Some of them, like me, for a reason that the system offered it, even while knowing our real names, so there might be a reason for that.

“Follow me, then.” I start running slowly, and they quickly join.

Huhu! I did pretty well, didn’t I? The first impression is always important! From their POV, I’m super strong and even saved their lives. Still, even if they only want to use me, I don’t mind; I want to do the same.

Seeing that they are able to follow, I speed up a bit more while continuously watching our surroundings and people following me.

Their physical stats seem to be nice. Surely even higher than mine if I’m not using mana or [Redistribution] to strengthen my speed or strength.

So is the difference only in skills? I can’t wait to find out!

The system is always a mystery, and there are other difficulties too. What floors are they getting, and what rewards? What are their levels, and how many groups do they have? And much more.

Finally reaching one of the higher buildings, I open the door and enter, quickly closing it as they get inside. Isabella, as a few times before, creates a small orb of blue flame that hovers in the air and creates some light. With a bit more training, she will be able to use it to heat the room. All thanks to my mentorship and boredom!

So yeah, my portable heate…little girl gets off my hands and sits on the sketchy-looking chair that creaks under her. Then I turn to my portable water dispen…man with water skill.

“Show me your skill,” I say, impatient and super curious. Hey, I did hold back for a pretty long time, right?

“What?” the man says, taking a step back, mana already swirling around the trio.

Uh? Did I say something wrong?


CHAPTER 8
POKER FACE



Flames flare up around Isabella, the girl most likely acting on her own or under the influence of Sophie’s skill, assuming she’s in danger. Without any hesitation, the flames intensify to the point where we can feel the heat, and then she attacks the three newcomers.

My [Disruption] skill, boosted by a surge, activates, and her flames die off before reaching the trio. Then, before she has a chance to try it again, I smack the back of her head without saying anything.

The little girl looks at me with a hurt expression on her tiny face. “I have to burn them. They tried to attack me!” she complains.

Goddamn it, Izzy. I don’t know if it’s funny or scary; it’s kind of hard to judge it properly while having my [Focus] continuously run in the background ever since the end of the second floor.

“They did not try to attack you, so calm down, okay?”

She pouts, looking somewhat cute while doing so, and without a word, she stops charging her mana. My [Disruption] activates again, and it cancels out the tiny flames that flicker around, slowly burning the dusty furniture.

“Soo…” I stop after seeing their cautious faces and turn toward the girl who’s completely ignoring me. It’s all your fault!

“You want me to use my skill to get you water. That’s why you saved us.”

Oh! Finally, someone at least slightly smart.

The man who named himself Cipher continues, “There were more monsters back then. Did you…”

Ouch, maybe too smart. Poker face time!

“Looks like you did,” he says.

Goddamn it.

“How do you want me to trust you now?” he continues.

“We don’t have to trust each other. I just need you to create water for us. Maybe your icy friend can make some ice we can melt too. In exchange, I’ll protect you,” I say.

“I know people like you. If we don’t agree, you will beat us into submission.”

Is something wrong with my face? How did he get it so quickly? Some skill?

“Yes.” I just agree, and that gets a reaction from the icy man—Frost—and the woman who named herself Goldie. Cipher, on the other hand, seems calm, much calmer than when he was dealing with monsters. Is he someone comfortable in such situations?

“My ‘icy’ friend’s ice isn’t able to melt into water. It will only disappear into mana after a while. I’m the only one able to create water.” The look in his eyes is firm, and he turns toward me, more confident now than at the start.

“Continue,” I tell him.

“Just protection won’t be enough. I know how valuable my skill is, especially after some time passes. We saw the side quests too.”

Aren’t you a cheeky one?

“I want you to help us to level up and protect us. In exchange, I’ll create water for you,” he continues.

Hmm, that much is reasonable. I don’t like the way he talks, as if he holds all the cards, but there is no need to like him or be friends. I just need him to create water for me.

“Deal. Now water.” I throw a small bottle I got from the system at him, and he catches it. For a moment, annoyance flashes across his face, and I quickly identify him as the proud type. Damn, from the way he looks, I bet he would be stepping all over me if I seemed weaker. But he’s smart too, so he opens the bottle, and I feel mana move toward the tip of his finger. An amount of mana feels like half of his reserves, and in difficult patterns, the mana slowly turns into water that drips into the bottle. Of course, the skill is difficult for me to grasp, similar to how Lily’s skill was difficult. Dang it.

Cipher’s efficiency seems terrible, and I can see how difficult it is for him, but after half a minute, the small bottle is half full and he stops.

I realize that he didn’t spend his entire mana, probably to hide some of his skill, but I do not complain and grab the bottle from him.

Now then, how am I sure that it isn’t poisonous? That would be a dumb move from him now after they saw how dangerous it is here; also, considering his skills, it might not be something he is able to do.

I can give the water to someone from their party to drink, but I can’t do it all the time.

“Isabella?” I say while taking a small sip and then putting the bottle away.

“What?” the girl complains.

“If something happens to me, you can burn them, okay?”

She nods, a happier look on her face. It’s something I feel bad about asking from a child, but if they poison me or something, she would be safer alone than with them.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Noname, are you here?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - yes, so you finally woke up, is everything fine?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - yes, StrongestOne is protecting me, it’s scary here.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - just stay close to him and get to me. After we meet again, I’ll take care of everything and keep you safe, okay?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - okay! <3

Please don’t use such emoticons; people will misunderstand.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Noname, so cool, please protect me too!

Oi, listen here, you little shit.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - me too! Protect me, Noname, keep me safe!

Soph (Hell, group 4) - how is Izzy?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - omg I would blush so hard if he wrote it to me! Protect me too!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - take care of everything, take care of me!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - food!

I close the Community. What a bunch of jerks. I’ll deal with them when given the chance. I turn to the trio, and they avert their glances, Goldie even giggling under her breath.

Oh? You’re laughing at me?

For the next ten minutes, I let more vermin get to her, and she has to work hard to deal with them all, sweat covering her forehead and her hands shaking as she continues to shoot at them from her bow with her weak mana projectiles.

Laugh now, you jerk.

After dealing with the Alghoul, I moved to the group that was under the protection of the tiny girl who burned the stronger monsters before they got to them. Somehow, it’s kind of funny seeing how she complains to them that they are taking too long to deal with the monsters.

“We should move. It’s getting darker, and there will be stronger monsters soon.”

I notice Cipher’s calculating look. The man is quieter than before, but his eyes continue to observe everything as if taking in all the information. I also notice that he is pretty often collecting mana in his eyes, and that makes me curious about his skill.

Yet I decide not to push him about it and ask. We currently have a deal that helps both of us, so with my logic, there is no need to be exceedingly greedy and ruin it.

The building I find seems to be the most luxurious around, and I open the door, which creaks and thuds loudly as I close it after us. The wind has already started ramping up outside, and inside the house, it’s dark, lit only by Isabella’s orbs that float around, generating a little bit of heat and some light.

I get to sniffing around, looking for anything useful. Thanks to my curiosity, it’s something I really enjoy: opening drawers and checking out the rooms. Inspecting all the stuff in hopes of finding something nice. It almost feels like a treasure hunt.

Rusty Sword (Common) - A weathered, dulled blade bearing the signs of time and neglect. Notably aged but still capable of holding an edge.

Disappointed, I throw the sword away and continue to look. One day, I will surely find some legendary weapon! Totally.

The trio and the little girl already sit around the fireplace, feeding it with wooden furniture, the room only lit by the light from the cracking fire. The building continues to creak as we hear the strong wind hitting it.

I open another door and pause for a moment, feeling a weak hint of mana from inside of it. [Perception] encompasses the room a few times, and then I enter, carefully and wary of possible traps.

The mana comes from one of the drawers close to the bed in the corner of the room, and I create a tentacle made of mana that reaches toward it, slowly opening it.

Nothing happens.

I step a bit closer, and there is a tiny crystal inside the drawer.

Mana Stone (Common) - A simple transparent crystal, nearly devoid of any visible power or energy. This common item once held magical energy but now waits to be refilled.

Oh! With excitement, I grab the mana stone and start studying it, sending my mana inside it. Even though the item is of common rarity, I’m excited. I saw what was possible with such stones back on the second floor. People turned them into stones able to heat a room. They were used to make things lighter temporarily; they are imbued into weapons to make them handle mana better.

My mind continues to study it, sending mana toward it while the world around me becomes quieter. My curiosity, my enjoyment of learning anything new related to mana, take over.

Only after a long while do I take my eyes off the stone that is now partially filled with my mana, which slowly leaks out and dissipates into the air. Then I realize that hours have passed, and I got lost in all of it.

A quick check tells me that only one of the people in the next room is awake, the rest of them sleeping, and I put the stone away.

Now then, it’s time to upgrade my construct and create the second one.


CHAPTER 9
HEARTBEATS



For one more time, I check our surroundings and the room next to the one I’m in, and then I close my eyes, focusing on the flow of my mana and my body as I sit down.

I cast a glance over the room again, taking in the sparse furniture and worn rug underfoot. It becomes quiet, and I stop feeling the cold of the room as I delve deep into myself. Slowly, carefully, I reach out and start deeply inspecting the construct I made before. Now, after some time has passed, I realize even more how terrible and inefficient it is.

When I inspect the construct, I can’t help but see its shortcomings glaring back at me. It’s like I used a stone tool when a scalpel was needed, making it rough around the edges, the energy moving in jagged jerks rather than smooth waves.

The Reinforcement construct is sucking up around thirty percent of my mana and strengthening my body, amounting to what I would be able to do with ten percent instead of thirty percent.

But hey, it’s not like I had a perfect situation while creating it.

Drawing inward, I anchor my senses to the mana coursing through my veins. It’s a familiar sensation, a rippling wave of power beneath my skin. It’s not just energy; it’s a part of me—a soft, consistent hum, warm like a blanket.

I [Focus] and cautiously make changes to the web of pathways I created. I examine my bones, into which I etched them; I observe how they flow, and once again, with the help of [Mana Manipulation] and [Oscillation], I make changes.

I add a pathway here, and I change a turn there, slowly, carefully, feeling my body and my mana while I do so, and the world outside becomes a distant memory.

It’s like I’m sculpting a detailed statue out of a coarse block of stone, each chip revealing a new twist to the construct. The process isn’t smooth. I stumble and make errors, but each mistake helps me to improve. The pathways start to reflect my adjustments: a bit smoother here, a bit narrower there.

Okay, this pathway should go away; I scratch it with [Oscillation], leaving deep wounds on my muscles and bones. It’s painful, it’s terribly painful, and my mana flares up a few times as I remove the twisted pathway, but I endure it. My body will heal, the pain will disappear, so I [Focus].

I know that every drop of sweat, every gasp of pain, is just a milestone in a way to my goal. The process is painful but also somehow fun. It makes me feel good knowing that I’m improving something, that I am creating something that is mine and the result of all my testing and observations.

The result of my hard work.

After what feels like hours, I stop and, with a satisfied feeling, check out my construct. The flow is better, the mana flows faster, and to my current knowledge, it looks amazing.

I know I’ll find some mistakes as I improve, but right now, this is the best I can do, and I’m happy with that.

The construct’s name didn’t change; even the effect didn’t change. Only the efficiency improved. It’s still using nearly a third of my mana, but instead of feeling like I’m actually using ten percent to strengthen my body, it feels like a bit over twenty percent.

A small but significant result.

Now then, the second construct, right?

I take a short break, calming my breathing and excitedly beating heart. I tamp down my curiosity, I dim my impatience, and for a minute, I just focus on breathing slowly.

Breathe in.

Hold it.

Slow breath out.

Repeat.

I repeat the rhythmic cycle, allowing it to ground me, to anchor me to the present. The steady rhythm sets the pace for my thoughts, calming me. As I breathe, I visualize my goal, the second construct taking shape in my mind.

Finally, I enter an even deeper [Focus] and get to work, using all I learned from my testing, all I learned from watching Lissandra etch the pathways into her body and move her mana. I remembered all I could. I perceived all I could. Yet I can’t understand it all, not yet. But I’ll do what I can.

I reach out to my heart and extremely carefully start creating an intricate web of circuits around it. At first, I do not connect it to my mana; I just continue to use my skills and create this web, this construct around my heart, while being more careful and focused than before.

While doing this, I realize how big of a mistake it was to pick the Dual Focus upgrade. I went against what the skill was intended for.

[Focus]

Instead of improving on it, I split it and weakened its effect instead of strengthening it. I do understand the system a bit better now, and the skills as well. [Focus] should help me concentrate on a single thing, to delve deeper, to understand more, yet I foolishly split it instead of strengthening it. It’s something I’ll have to deal with in the future, but now, I push it to the back of my mind and continue.

This time, it takes me even longer, and I take short pauses, rewinding what feels like distant memories from the end of the second floor, but I get to the point where I pause, keeping the intricate web alive with my [Mana Manipulation] before activating it.

First, I connect it to a thin pathway and the construct slowly starts sipping on mana, activating, collecting it and gently shrinking and tying itself around my heart, partially merging with it.

Good.

Another pathway connects to it, and while my Kinetic Mana Heart beats, the construct moves too.

I connect the few final pathways, and the heart beats strongly, sending vibrations through my body. Notification sounds.

Congratulations, you have created your second Construct. The name will be kept as such, and it will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills. Well done!

Kinetic Mana Heart - a construct that leverages the rhythm of the heart to generate kinetic energy. Operating in sync with the mana heart, it doesn’t contribute to magic directly. Instead, with every heartbeat, it sends a surge of kinetic energy coursing through the user’s body.

Whoa, isn’t that super good?

One heartbeat.

I feel kinetic energy enter my body in a similar way it does when I absorb it from my orbs. My excitement grows bigger.

Second heartbeat.

Even more energy is sent through my body, slowly filling the reservoir I can control.

Third heartbeat.

I observe the construct around my heart that uses another thirty percent of my mana to amplify the kinetic energy of my heartbeats and then sends this kinetic energy through my body.

Fourth heartbeat.

It’s beautiful. My heart still generates mana, but now also, with every heartbeat, I get kinetic energy I can use, not having to rely on external sources or my orbs.

Fifth heartbeat.

Oh, that’s quite a lot, isn’t it?

Sixth heartbeat.

Okay, that’s a lot of kinetic energy.

Seventh heartbeat.

The amount of kinetic energy I can control reaches the maximum, and I grab hold of it. Eh? What now? I didn’t think that through.

Eighth heartbeat.

I groan, feeling the pressure of this energy coursing through my body. My heart, being closer to my left arm, sends more energy through it.

Ninth heartbeat.

This is the most kinetic energy I’ve ever held, and I slowly move it to my left arm, which is closer to my heart. Not again! I swear, if my left arm explodes again, I’ll be pissed off. What the hell is it even? Is my left arm cursed?

Tenth heartbeat.

I use all the energy I can with my upgrade of [Redistribution] to strengthen my endurance, and the remaining energy explodes out of me, destroying the wall in front of me and shaking the house. The roar of the outside wind hits the house even harder, and I feel it on my skin. At the same moment, I hear the screams of the people from the room next to the one I’m in.

Oh, I totally forgot about them. Quickly, I check my arm. It seems to be fine, thanks to my quick conversion of some of the energy into endurance with Symbiotic Transference.

Huhu, not today!

One heartbeat.

The energy starts filling up again. Goddamn it, okay, it seems like testing can wait. Let’s turn off the construct first.

Second heartbeat.

Let’s turn off the construct.

Third heartbeat.

I said let’s turn off the construct.

Fourth heartbeat.

Fuck.

Fifth heartbeat.

Now I really start to panic. What did I mess up?

Sixth heartbeat.

I release all the kinetic energy through the hole in the wall and think.

“What the hell is happening?” someone from the trio screams from behind the door. I filter him out, and it starts again.

First heartbeat.

Why on earth won’t it shut down?


CHAPTER 10
VICTORIA



Once again, I release the kinetic energy before it builds up and clashes against the wind outside. My heart continues to beat, building more and more kinetic energy. For the first time, I feel my mana reserves depleting. Really slowly but surely.

The construct works differently than I thought. It doesn’t only use thirty percent of my generated mana. Well, it does, but it also starts reaching for more as time passes. Currently around thirty-five percent of my mana.

Interesting. So what did I screw up?

Forcing myself to calm down, I examine my construct and my heart, but I can’t find anything that should be stopping me from turning off the construct out of my mana flow. Is the mana heart much more delicate than I thought? Is it difficult to work around it, and does it mess up my construct?

Another wave of kinetic energy explodes outside of the hole inside the room, and I ignore the roaring wind that blows into the room and hits my body strong enough to push it. The wind is just a distant sound in the back of my mind as I examine the mess I’ve made.

A few minutes pass, and once again, the construct ramps up, taking a bit more mana than intended. Now I have to release the energy every few beats, and my massive mana pool depletes a bit more.

Will it turn off when I’m out of mana? Probably, but it could also be dangerous, so let’s not allow that to happen.

Maybe I can cut off the construct’s access to my mana… Oh, I can’t. It’s now closely hugging my heart, an intricate web of mana circuits that touches the surface of my heart and beats together with it.

Okay. Mistakes were made. Let’s calmly think over the solution.

Using [Disruption] so close to my heart doesn’t sound like a good idea.

I can use an upgrade token for my [Mana Manipulation], but I would like to keep it as the last choice.

“…”

Okay, I have a genius idea! I’ll create another construct!

“…”

I’m not dumb, I swear! I’ll create a construct to control my construct. Easy, isn’t it?

Quickly, I dive in, and another web of intricate circuits starts to form around my heart.

More time passed, and now I had to release absorbed kinetic energy every two heartbeats, continuously shooting wave after wave of kinetic energy outside. The room I’m in is shaking.

Cautiously and more carefully than before, I create small points, small dense points of circuits that I plaster to three places where my web of Kinetic Mana heart connects to my mana pathways that feed it with mana. I blend them, taking some damage as I do so, as I’m not able to fully focus on everything.

After a long time, I once again feel like I am on the first floor when I was unable to control my mana as it now once again thrashes my body, creating bruises and cuts and pummeling my muscles all over. But I do not let it get in the way of what I have to do.

Both parts of my [Focus] work on creating and implementing my third construct, and I start to have to release the kinetic energy after each heartbeat when I finally hear the notification.

Congratulations, you have created your third Construct. The name will be kept as such, and it will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills. Well done!

Mana Regulator - A mana flow controller acting as an integral safeguard for the Kinetic Mana Heart and other constructs. It precisely manages mana transfer rates to prevent excessive energy buildup, maintaining a consistent and controlled energy output.

With my body shaking and sweat drenching my clothes, I quickly use the Mana Regulator to set the mana input to a minimum, and then silence ensues.

My heartbeat sounds quieter, there is no energy buildup, and the construct does just what I want it to do. It’s a derivative of something I thought I built into the Kinetic Mana Heart construct, but it got messed up by my mana heart.

With a tired sigh, I lean back and lie on the ground, my chest moving up and down, my breath ragged, and my body sending pulses of pain to me.

Hahaha.

That was so royally dumb.

Hahaha.

I feel a smile crawling on my lips, more amused by my screwup than scared. And I feel so alive, even though my body screams in pain, my head is spinning, and I’m taking in every single sip of breath.

Let’s be more careful next time.

That was so goddamn dumb.

Hahaha.

I barely crawl on all fours back into the room with the fireplace and close the door behind me, currently using a bit of mana to keep my body strengthened to help me endure my injuries.

I ignore the looks the trio and the little girl give me and lie down close to the fireplace, taking in some heat into my pummeled body. Only now do I remember that I almost lost my left arm again. It’s almost funny.

I look around once more and then sigh.

“Isabella, if you stay up for a night and keep an eye on them, I promise that I’ll get the doggo to play with you a lot.” I really mean it. I look toward her. “If they try to attack you or me, you can burn them,” I add without any hesitation, being sure that they very well know how powerful the little girl’s flames are.

Isabella, probably feeling my honesty, smiles brightly at me and nods. Two small fire orbs form near her and slowly start to spin around the kid.

Only then do I close my eyes, too tired to stay up any longer, and fall asleep.

Small touches on my face wake me up, and when I open my eyes, Isabella quickly jumps back, hiding something behind her back. Something that I identify as a small piece of charcoal from the fireplace.

Haaa. She drew something on my face, didn’t she? But seeing how happy she seems to be and feeling that I owe her a bit, I decide not to clean it off my face.

Goddamn it.

“Thank you,” I say to the girl and ruffle her hair.

Right away, I realize how hungry and thirsty I am. My body still hurts, and even the little mana I use moves slowly and painfully through my pathways.

Damn it, who knew that the most dangerous thing in the tutorial isn’t extroverts but my own dumbness? Won’t I get to kill myself faster than the tutorial can at this point? Too much mana, misused skills, my greed, what can be called, at best, experiments on my own body?

I also don’t like how often I have to rely on other people after messing up.

I inspect my body once more. Okay, this will take a good day or two to calm down, and even then, my body will be hurt, but I should be able to use my mana a little bit.

Feeling Cipher’s eyes on me, I turn to him, and for a moment, I do not avert my eyes, just look straight into his. I hope you are not getting any funny ideas. Even in the state I’m in, I can mess you up, all three of you.

His response is a small, calculating smile, and he moves closer, giving me a bottle filled with water.

“I was able to create it while you were sleeping.”

Taking it from his hands, I slowly drink it while still looking at him. I know the man. He is calculating. He is someone who will step over you, who will bully you, and who will enjoy doing it.

But only if he judges he is stronger than you or that he has something he can use against you.

Obviously, he is not showing it; he may even think I don’t know it yet. But I’m sure the man is a wolf that cares about himself only and attacks when he smells blood. But only if it will benefit him.

Smart, calculating, ruthless. Yet, somehow, it feels more comfortable than the kindness others show me.

Flashback - Nathaniel Gwyn (10 years old)

A small boy with black hair and eyes of two different colors carefully opens the door and enters the room. He is in a small apartment that, even though it’s clean, is showing clear signs of being worn down. The apartment you would find in poorer parts of any small city.

“Vic, Victoria,” he whispers and enters the room, being met with the firm gaze of a fifteen-year-old girl who sits behind the table, giving all of her attention to the book in front of her and the notes she is taking.

“Nat, how many times did I tell you to knock?” She sighs and turns to the boy, knowing that she won’t be able to focus now that he is here.

“Do not call me Nat,” the boy complains, yet he still smiles. Even though acting annoyed, he seems to enjoy his sister’s small teasing. He jumps on the bed. “This is also my room, so I don’t have to knock.”

The girl nods and turns around in her chair. The black hair is so similar in color to her brother’s, yet her behavior is more composed. A weird look for someone so young.

“I won everything I competed in today,” he says, his face smiling, happy to share it with his sister.

“Well, that’s not unexpected. You are talented when it comes to this, Nat.”

The boy shakes his head. “That’s not true, Vic. John is faster, Thomas is stronger, Ben is bigger, and Liam is much more talented.”

Slightly intrigued, his sister shows a bit more interest. “So how come you always win, Nathaniel?” She is examining him, honestly curious about his answer.

“Do not call me Nathaniel,” he complains automatically, not even realizing his mix-up and not noticing a small smirk on his sister’s face. “They are just lazy. They never train as hard as me. They don’t put so much work into it or practice after school. They…” He pauses, looking for the right words.

“They don’t put enough effort into it?” The girl called Vic, or Victoria, offers the answer.

The boy nods, this time a bit more seriously. “They are scared to get hurt, they don’t like to sweat while exercising, and they always complain when their bodies are sore.” He pauses. “They’re weaker even when they’re stronger.”


CHAPTER 11









CHAPTER 11- NATIVES



Oh boy, I swear I spend most of my time here complaining and trying not to lose my left arm. I look at the aforementioned arm; even days after restoring it, it remains pale up to the shoulder.

The light here isn’t exactly made for sunbathing, and I’m wearing warm clothes, but I expected at least some hint of a tan. At least on my hand. Maybe it’s not as perfect as I thought it would be. Lily’s skill level might not be high enough, so the arm is pale because of this.

It’s a pretty mild aftereffect, I must say.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Grumpy, is everything fine?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Yes! Some food would be nice, but StrongestOne is doing what he can, even sharing it with me! So be nice to him the next time we meet.

Lily. Why are you even defending him now when he spent some time not even telling us that you are with him? Who knows what thoughts are going through his head? Silly girl.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Your arm?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - It’s growing nicely! Already close to the elbow. I might try to make it more muscular than the other one >:) I wonder if it’s possible?

The heck? Why would you… Wait… That’s a pretty good idea, isn’t it?

Lily, are you maybe a genius?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - That’s smart! You should try that.

Maybe I can cut off my arm again and she will regrow it but stronger than before?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Noname, what the hell. Don’t mess up with young girls. Grumpy, you are pretty the way you are. Don’t listen to this armless mana maniac.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - I bet he wants her to train to then regrow his limbs and make them stronger.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - lol, that sounds like him.

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

What the heck, Biscuit? When did you learn to use emoticons?

“Kitty man…” I hear a small voice next to me, and with a sigh, I turn off the Community and turn to Isabella.

Yup, that’s me. The whiskers drawn with charcoal onto my cheeks are still on my face. I’m a kitty man.

Dang it, if Hadwin or Tess see me like this…

“Are you hungry?” I lower myself a bit, my body still complaining with every move I make. Isabella nods, and I send her to Cipher to get water from him; it should at least help her a bit. I still need at least a few hours to be able to fight, at least somehow.

Sure, the trio and the girl could go and hunt without me, but that would also be dangerous to them—in case some stronger named monster appears—and to me, in case some stronger monster finds me alone.

As always, nothing ever goes according to plan.

While we are sitting here and hiding, I continue to examine my new constructs using tiny bits of mana to do so. I do it while remembering the troubles it gave me.

Yet I’m still happy with the result. Nothing good is for free, is it? And some pain never stopped me before.

The most annoying part of this all is probably the fact that I have to sit there, unable to test it out. After all this effort I put in, all this theorizing and coming up with the structure in my head while remembering the end of the second floor.

Kinetic Mana Heart could become one of my strongest assets. Strengthening my heartbeats with my mana, absorbing kinetic energy from them—hopefully not stopping my heart—and then using it.

I can use the energy with Symbiotic Transference and boost my physical stats. I can shoot out kinetic energy. I can turn it into thermal energy. It all allows me to skip the annoying part of absorbing it from external sources.

Yup, it’s kind of a janky way, all messy and with a lot of steps that are here to cover my weaknesses, but that’s how I roll.

Not even a few minutes have passed since Isabella went to Cipher, and I feel a touch of perceiving mana on me and our group, something I worried about and tried to counter by putting a small amount of disruptive mana into the room we were in. Yet they still found us.

Well, this is going to hurt.

I stagger and pause, leaning against the side of the house, my mana burning through my body even though I’m using so little of it. It makes me twitch every time I use a bit more of it and too quickly. The only good thing is that after running for a bit, my body has warmed up slightly and hurts a bit less than my circuits.

[Perception] encompasses our area, and once again, I guide our group, and we continue to run through the streets.

“On this wall,” I say shortly to Isabella and point with my finger so her flames roar and burn the invisible monster on the wall—a Chameleon Bat.

A few rats get closer, and the trio from Hard Difficulty starts fighting them before Isabella joins them. They quickly dispose of the group.

I set up my Mana Regulator to ten percent of my mana, and my heart starts to send kinetic energy through my body with every beat.

First heartbeat.

I use the energy to strengthen my pummeled body.

Second heartbeat.

I shoot a thin cone of kinetic energy.

[You have defeated a Chameleon Bat - Level 49]

I absorb a few more beats and then create a tiny mana orb, immediately using the energy to boost it to dizzying speed. With a loud whistling noise, the orb flies through the air and literally obliterates the head of one of the monsters.

[You have defeated a Wererat - Level 71]

Immediately, the perceiving touch on us disappears, and I cut off mana going to my construct Kinetic Mana Heart. [Perception] continues to scan our surroundings. Feeling another mana signature, I focus on the place more.

Oh, so that’s how it is.

I gesture to the others, and they quietly follow me, Isabella walking close to my side. Slowly, carefully, we move through the eerily empty city, only surrounded by the noises of our quiet steps on the cobbled streets and the soft wind that blows against us.

It’s hard to describe, but even just a city, without any monsters around, feels creepy. Rows after rows of empty buildings in a city too massive to make any sense to exist.

When we reach the place I pointed to, I boost my body with mana and, with one kick, destroy the locked door of one of the houses. My [Perception] continues to watch a weak presence under one of the floors while I stop right over it. Only Cipher is looking around curiously, some mana in his eyes as he gazes around.

“This room is weird,” he says shortly, probably catching some details I can’t see. But it doesn’t matter; I don’t need to know much.

Slowly, carefully, I create a sword made of mana, a bit paler than usual, and then I stab it into the floor, sending a bit of oscillating mana through the blade and cutting through a hinge hidden under the carpet.

A small door falls into the room under the floor, and a few short screams sound from beneath us.

Human voices.

[Initiate Ranger - Level 12]

[Storm Hunter - Level 29]

[Disciple of Elements - Level 34]

Man, a woman, and a Level 12 girl that seems to be their daughter.

I step back, watching as Cipher and Goldie deal with them. The man is careful, trying to get as much information as he can from them while carefully watching his behavior, and his smart eyes seem as if he is trying to look right through them. Goldie is here, awkwardly trying to make some funny faces to make the girl stop sobbing and, in the process, calm down her parents.

After a while, when they are not getting anywhere, I poke Isabella and nod toward the other girl. “Why don’t you try to make a friend with her?”

The girl, probably bored as well, just nods and runs there on her short legs while smiling brightly and immediately hugging the other girl, who freezes. Then Isabella starts chirping away.

A bit more time passes, and the girl and her parents calm down enough to give more information to Cipher, who is asking the right questions.

They got split from their group because of monsters while they were scavenging around, checking the houses for useful stuff.

They are careful not to tell us how big the group is or where it is, also asking us where we are from, to which Cipher, without hesitation, says that we are also in a similar situation but have already been on our own for a few weeks, our group killed by Alghouls.

The lie is pretty believable, and he lies easily. Yet, even though the parents don’t notice it, I see some smile in his eyes, as if he is making fun of the people, laughing at their situation and their naivety.


CHAPTER 12
RAGE



Isabella comes closer, her eyes wide as she stays nearby while looking up at me.

“I spoke with Alie,” she begins, referring to the girl, who still shyly glances toward us. “I told her about Biscuit.”

Ah, I see. The first conversation with a different civilization is about the gluttonous, telepathic dog. Nice. Nothing to worry about.

“At first, she didn’t understand what a doggo is, but then I described Biscuit to her a bit more.” She pauses dramatically for a second, ensuring I’m listening, a serious look on her face. “Alie then became happy and…and…”

What then? I know it’s probably something super silly, but you are making me curious. Tell me already.

“She said that we can eat him!” she says, deep outrage clear in her voice, even jumping up a pitch.

Oh, that kind of makes sense. They must have a similar problem with food as we do, right? I wonder how they deal with it. This is the information we need to get from them first.

Also, I would like to see them try to eat Biscuit. The little beast is more dangerous than it seems.

“It’s fine, we won’t eat Biscuit,” I assure Isabella, who seems to have already given up on befriending the other girl.

I continue to listen to their conversation with Cipher. The man seems to be asking the right questions, so I don’t step in. Instead, I only listen to it while circulating mana through my body, bit by bit, and still carefully sending perceiving impulses to our surroundings.

“We should move quite soon,” I say out loud, just in case, and Cipher immediately nods, only to ask them if they have any hideout or know how to get back to their group.

They lie about the group, but they tell us about a hideout a few streets away. They are too scared to move there on their own because they see a few monsters around, so they hide here. But with us not giving them another chance, we start moving there.

While we walk through the streets, with Isabella and me probably being the calmest ones, I continue to scan for us, my skills most likely much better than those of their scout. Cipher still continues to ask carefully, avoiding some questions to not seem like someone who hasn’t lived here his entire life. But I wonder, does it really matter?

“How do you get your water?” I stop and turn to them. “How do you get your food?” I remind myself that they are most likely not real, the same way people on the second floor weren’t real, no matter how real they seem.

The moment I ask them these questions, they fall silent, and their eyes widen. They even take a few steps backward and, instead, start asking questions, surprised that we don’t know something that seems to be basic here. Well, it’s not like I didn’t expect that.

“Answer my question, or we will leave you here,” I interrupt their questions, and I send a strong pulse of mana into our surroundings, this time not for perception but to make us easier to find. Like a glowing beacon pointing right at our position.

“You’re crazy,” Cipher says, and I see that his opinion of me has changed. He probably understands me better now. The man then turns to them and repeats my questions, holding them so they won’t run away.

“We get it from tunnels under the city! Food is mostly from sparrows and mice!” he blurts out, nervous and scared, shielding his daughter behind him. I think his name was Oliver?

“Okay, continue to the hideout. Isabella and I will take care of the monsters.”

“You’re weird,” the girl says to me after they leave.

Let’s just say that no one in Hell Difficulty is normal. Okay? Also, why did I do that? Am I that frustrated? Is [Focus] not working properly? Or am I just that dumb? There are so many different and better ways to get the information from them.

The monsters are getting closer and closer, Rottenfang Vermin, a lot of them, two Wererats, one Gargoyle. The group is pretty big, but not something impossible to deal with.

Why did I do that? Why am I getting so frustrated lately and continually slipping out of [Focus]?

Well, I’ll deal with that later. Now, there’s something else I have to do.

I release my Mana Regulator a bit, and it starts sucking on twenty percent of my generated mana. My heart starts beating even stronger, almost feeling as if it should send small shockwaves into our surroundings.

Five heartbeats and I release the energy in front of me, obliterating the group of vermin that I let come close.

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - Level 19]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - Level 23]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - Level 31]

[You have defeated a Rottenfang Vermin - Level 29]

…

[Redistribution - Level 17 > Redistribution - Level 18]

[Level 80 > Level 81]

Oh nice, more mana, I guess.

I step back and let Isabella release her flames. A blue flame melts the cobblestone in some places and sets wooden pieces of the houses around us ablaze. They coil around us, reminding me of a serpent that then hungrily attacks and burns the monsters surrounding us.

Vermin, Chameleon Bats, and weaker monsters get burned nearly immediately, sometimes not leaving anything behind.

I grab Isabella in my arms and use kinetic energy generated by my heart to propel us away quickly before the Gargoyle with glowing tattoos all over its body smashes into the ground.

Two perceiving touches of the Wererats reach me, and they continue calling for more and more vermin to attack me while using some sort of mental attack that I get rid of by activating my mana more and entering deeper [Focus].

Blue flames roar once again, following the Gargoyle that continues to run, jump, and fly to avoid them, all in spectacular order, sending shockwaves into the surroundings from all the power it is using to strengthen its body. Flames melt and burn the monsters that get in the way yet are still unable to catch the monster that now dashes at us and forces Isabella to create a bubble of flames around us in an attempt to stop the monster.

A mistake that would have cost her life if it weren’t for me.

I send disruptive mana toward one side and jump out from her defensive flame shield. At the same moment, the Gargoyle passes through the opposite side, ignoring the flames brightly burning on its skin and smashing the place where we stood before.

A cone of kinetic energy hits its head, unfortunately only making it stagger backward with a terrible wound on its face. Then, without any hesitation, it dashes right toward us.

I continue to push against the air, buildings, and streets to dodge its strong swiping attacks that partially destroy houses, crack the ground, and obliterate a few vermin that are dumb enough to get close.

Another surge of flames comes out of the little girl’s hand, this time weaker than before, her reserves already dwindling. The monster dodges them easily, only to be hit by my dark yellow flame, its strength still weaker than Isabella’s.

Detecting presences from behind, I turn around, my flames burning two Chameleon Bats sneaking up on us, giving the Gargoyle time to move closer, only to miss us as I use kinetic energy to push against the monster, propelling us away and slowing it down.

It charges again, and I reach out, absorbing its kinetic energy to slow it down before dashing away once again.

Then I make a mistake, a small, silly mistake.

As I jump away, mana slips out of my control because of a sharp pain hitting my side, the aftereffect of creating my construct, and my weakened body staggers, not strengthened by mana. The Gargoyle reaches us in that short moment, its massive hand swinging right at the center of my balance, the place where Isabella is.

A kid. Small, young, innocent kid.

Damn, this is going to hurt, isn’t it?

I throw Isabella away from me, even using some energy to gently push her with my kinetic energy. Still, she screams as she rolls on the ground, probably gaining plenty of bruises.

My eyes stay focused on the center of the balance of the Gargoyle, and with my peripheral vision, I see the fist moving closer and closer, barely having time to reach with [Redistribution] to absorb some of this energy and to boost my endurance through Symbiotic Transference.

My body screamed in pain even before the fist hit me, throwing me against the side wall of a house; a few of my ribs surely cracked.

But instead of pain, something else goes through my mind as I get back on my feet.

Rage.

A wild rage that is kept at bay by [Focus] since the end of the second floor. My feeling of powerlessness during the last moments of Ruby and the second floor, rage at Sophie for deleting who knows what memories of mine, rage at the system that always feels like messing with us.

Rage at this damn monster that continues to attack me like it’s some hot stuff. And rage at me for making so many mistakes and hurting my body because of my impatience.

So I let go, and [Focus], which keeps running almost permanently, always being fed by some mana to help me concentrate and forget useless stuff, weakens. I don’t completely turn it off; I just slightly weaken its hold on my emotions, loosening some of my logical thinking.

The monster dashes again, while a few rats have already attacked Isabella, and Wererats continuously call for more monsters while keeping their disgusting probing on me.

This time, I do not dodge and face the Gargoyle.

A third of my mana should be fine, right? I change the setting of Mana Regulator and my heart thumps wildly as my eyes sharply follow the Gargoyle.

You are so dead.


CHAPTER 13
SAINT’S ETERNAL BASTION



First heartbeat.

Armor made of mana appears on my body. As always, it’s super simple and not very intricate.

Second heartbeat.

The Gargoyle reaches me, and I use all this kinetic energy to strengthen my body, but this time, not only my endurance but also my speed, while my head rings and my body continues to complain.

Before the fist reaches me, I grab it, and using the energy of the monster’s swing, I throw it over my shoulder against the wall of the house. The monster is sent flying through the wall and into the room. Without me even turning around, two cones of absorbed kinetic energy shoot behind me, obliterating two invisible monsters sneaking up on Isabella.

Another heartbeat and I dash inside the room, punching the Gargoyle right in its face, making it stagger backward before dodging under its swing and hitting the bottom of its chin. Then I use the force of its attack to throw it on the ground, stepping on its neck.

What now, you asshole? Did you have fun?

Mana explodes from the Gargoyle, and I get pushed away, crashing through the wall. As I stand up, the monster is already in front of me, throwing another hit at me.

I watch its stance, its shoulder, and its movement. More mana and kinetic energy flow through my body, and this time, I do not dodge. I slightly shift, letting the monster hit my strengthened arm, only so I can follow with burrowing my knee into its chest, throwing it against the wall.

Then I dash against it and boost my strength, hitting the middle of its face and sending it crashing through the house and back on the streets.

I absorb the kinetic energy from the falling house and use it to strengthen my body even further. Again reaching the Gargoyle, I burrow my feet into the ground, twist my body, and with as much strength I can muster, kick the Gargoyle, which crashes deep inside another house.

I ignore the screams of my logical mind and my body in pain.

Sword? Oscillation? Disruption?

That wouldn’t feel so satisfying. I need to move my body; I need to feel my fist hitting something. I need to vent and tear this guy apart.

I lift two stones as big as my fist and throw them toward where I feel these annoying probing touches, only to boost them with a massive amount of kinetic energy. Two stones fly like rockets, and in a split second, both of them reach their target. Two notifications later and the disgusting touches on my presence disappear.

The Gargoyle is back once again. This time, I reach out, and [Redistribution] explodes at full power, slowing the monster to a crawl. At the same time, I release that same energy inside my body, strengthening it, boosting my speed, increasing my endurance so it won’t break apart.

One quick step and my fist hit its chest. Before it’s thrown crashing into another house, I grab its arm and pull. The monster flies away, and the arm stays in my hand.

This time, I get to the monster, and before it reacts, I swing its arm against its head, sending it staggering backward before another hit smashes its skull, denting it. I let go of the arm and, using the power of my body, hit its head, literally tearing it from its neck and sending it flying away.

[You have defeated the Battle Gargoyle - Level 99]

Okay, quickly back to five percent of Mana Regulator and continue to use all this absorbed energy to keep my body strengthened. I don’t even want to know what will happen if it stops increasing my endurance.

Hmm, let’s rather increase it to ten percent.

Damn, that was dumb. So goddamn dumb. Extremely dumb. But it felt so good. I finally feel like I let go of some steam building inside me. Now, I need to continue to use kinetic energy to keep my body stronger until it heals or until I find Lily. Let’s also ignore the burning mana circuit, yup. Easy.

Totally worth it.

“Are you fine?” I ask while inspecting Isabella, and she nods. She is scratched with some bruises from the fall but otherwise uninjured, only maybe slightly lightheaded because of mana usage.

I keep forgetting that other people’s mana pools are usually much smaller than mine. Most of them put much fewer stat points into the stat.

Actually, if I think about it, isn’t it possible that Isabella’s strength stat is much higher than my base one? Dang it, this is more than possible. I’m also totally sure of that. Yet something stops me from asking. I don’t want to know for sure.

I want to continue to tell myself that it doesn’t have to be so; a ten-year-old girl’s strength is more than mine. If I ever lose my mana, I’ll get wrecked. Obliterated.

Maybe even by Lily?

Okay, let’s focus a bit more on developing techniques that will allow me to endure skills that would block my mana or make it unusable.

“You don’t seem fine,” the strong little girl says.

“I’m fine.” Little kids shouldn’t be worried about such stuff. Yet I know that she probably felt my lie, her skill allowing her to do so and me still unable to track it.

Thankfully, she doesn’t say anything, and for a few minutes, we just sit there, surrounded by destroyed houses and the corpses of the monsters. We sit there while I, with my eyes closed, try to catch my breath and push the pain to the back of my mind.

Am I that untalented when it comes to skills that would help me regenerate my body or heal it? I think as I continue to try, I remember the feeling of Lily’s warm mana and its movement and even trying to copy Hadwin’s weaker self-healing skill.

Yet there are no results, none at all. In the same way I can’t use Tess’s skill or Sophie’s skill, I can’t even boost my healing.

My theory is that it’s something very difficult to do and maybe it’s something I’m not good at. In the same way, it’s impossible for others to learn as many skills as me and use them so quickly. Our talents are just different.

But I’ll get there; I won’t stop until a regenerative skill lands in my hands! I already missed out on a few passive skills that would slightly boost my regeneration for some weird reason. I don’t even know why.

What dumbass would pick skills to improve their mana, heh?

Adaptive Physiology, I miss you. I even miss the traits I was offered, Regenerative Tissue and Adaptive Resistance, and always, there is always only one person to blame.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - BenDover? I’ll fuck you up if we meet in the tournament.

BenDover (Hell, IDK) - What? I didn’t even say anything. Fuck off.

I close the Community again, feeling slightly better.

The story goes like this. Once, tens or maybe hundreds of years ago, a beautiful kingdom existed. Not unlike the kingdom or empire from the second floor. A kingdom full of gifted people. Mages, warriors, healers, they were everywhere.

Kingdom full of wonders. Beautiful buildings, tools powered by mana, healers able to restore limbs.

Oliver, his wife, and his kid don’t know what happened—in the end, they live far from the center of the city where most of the knowledge is—but they know something happened. Something bad.

Something that created Decay, the variant of mana that takes over the monsters and sometimes even people only to make them seemingly undead, dangerous, mutate them, and twist their being.

Billions of people died to it, unable to fight Decay and getting infected. A simple exposure for a long enough time could be dangerous; just having too weak mana would get you infected. So billions of people got infected; farmers, workers, and most of the people who didn’t handle mana got infected first, totally ruining the food supply and sending panic through the continent.

Slowly, the Decay grew in power, and after a few months, it infected even people who used to be able to fight with mana.

So, under the iron rule of the king, they collected all the uninfected people and grouped around him, his three warriors, and the Saint. The Saint created a field that covers a huge area and doesn’t allow Decay to infect people within it, and that’s where the city started.

Years passed, and every single human still alive that got this information moved to this city, which expanded well beyond its intended size.

We are currently in the outskirts of it, the slums if you will, where the most unlucky collect. The deeper you go into the city and the closer to the Saint and the last king you get, the safer it is.

But not everything is okay; tens of years and generations passed, and even the center of the city has to deal with Decay that even changed the weather. There is no rain, food is scarce, and the monsters are moving closer and closer, either through weakening the field made by the Saint or the Decay getting stronger.

On the outskirts, no one knows what’s happening deep in the city, but it seems that the stronger monsters are able to push even deeper than where we currently are, and there is no leadership or help coming anymore, not for years.

Everyone has been left on their own in this dying world.

The last city on the planet.

Saint’s Eternal Bastion.


CHAPTER 14
DON’T WORRY
POV AARON DALTON



Damn, why me? Why did I have to end up with these two psychos? Once again, I have to watch as Tess and Sophie stand against each other, their mana flaring ominously.

“It has nothing to do with logic. People don’t think logically in situations like this. It’s you and he that are not normal!” Sophie screams at Tess.

Their confrontation scares me. Tess is terrifyingly powerful, and Sophie is too. But maybe it’s good if they talk things out like this?

“You don’t need to worry. If he said he will protect her, he will do it,” Tess answers calmly.

Sophie paces nervously. “Look, Tess, I know you understand him better than me. I realize that, but I just can’t… She’s my sister. She won’t even join the Community. How do I know she is fine? I only have his word.”

“Yes, but there’s nothing you can do. So bursts of emotions like this won’t help you much.”

I feel pressure on my mind as Sophie turns to Tess, her eyes as deep as the ocean.

“If you try something on my mind, I’ll…I’ll react appropriately.” Tess smiles, remaining calm even under Sophie’s disturbing glare. “We don’t have to fight, Sophie. It won’t help me, it won’t help you, and it surely won’t help your sister.”

Tess finally stands up and takes a few short steps toward the other young woman. Both of them stand against each other, their mana making the house creak and forcing me to take a few steps back.

“Think about this: let’s say you’re able to control me. What do you think he would do if you finally met without me being there or if he finds something in my mind?”

Tess steps even closer, her face almost touching Sophie’s.

“You don’t realize how lucky you are. I know what you did to him, to his mind back on the first floor. Sophie, you don’t know how much he values his own mind, his freedom. At the moment, only your current or maybe future usefulness keeps you alive.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “But don’t worry, Nathaniel and I have a deal. We work together. So, Sophie, work with me too. Work with him. We don’t have to fight.”

Finally, Sophie pushes the blonde away, and despite having a much higher physical stat, Tess allows herself to be pushed back.

“I like you, Sophie, I do. I’ll help you a bit and put in a good word for you. So don’t worry, okay? You and your sister will both be safe.”

Throughout this entire time, Tess seems like the one with the ability to manipulate others.

The most amazing fact is that Sophie knows it. She knows that Tess is saying the words she thinks Sophie needs to hear. Yet, even when Tess simply says what she thinks we want to hear, Sophie and I can’t help but be moved by her words.

She’s scary.

Do I have to put more stats into my constitution? The inferior stat that pales in comparison to glorious mana? Probably. It’s the right thing to do, the smart thing to do. Yet all the stat points from the level-up went into mana.

Must be a bug or something. I blame the system.

Anyway, I’ll endure it. It hurts, it’s risky, but I trust in myself and my decisions. To become stronger in the future, I will risk it now. I gave it some thought, and part of me is worried about what awaits us on the later floors, especially back on Earth.

If every other tutorial is the same as ours, it means that four tutorials have already ended and these people are most likely back on Earth. People who also went through Hell Difficulty.

I was given an opportunity and something that finally made me feel some sort of excitement and need, so I won’t go through all of this only to find out that I didn’t put enough effort into it and get stepped over by someone else from Hell Difficulty tutorial.

Yet I wonder what made me think that mana is the way. Was it my fascination with it, this weird force that I can control with my mind? Was it the feeling of its strength flowing through my body and seeing what is possible with it?

Partially? There is also some logic I follow. Mana is used to activate and feed skills. It can be used to strengthen the body, burn things, manipulate people, or levitate things. Everything relies on mana.

So isn’t having a lot of mana and skills the best combination?

Yes, I could go for a more physical stats-oriented build, and I’m sure I would excel there, as I’m talented when it comes to moving my body. Not the most talented—I never was—but I always went a step further than others and always pushed harder. But I hate to say it: it never made me as happy as I thought it would, and right now, even in the terrible situations we are going through, I feel real.

I feel like everything I do matters.

Okay?

Okay.

Let’s keep it up.

I stand up, continuously strengthening my body by transforming the kinetic energy of my heart into endurance. A few minutes ago, I made the mistake of stopping, and I almost lost consciousness.

Oh, and I also fell to the ground. It can’t be the fault of my stats, right?

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 270d 21h 03m 31s

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

Level 82

Strength: 24

Dexterity: 22

Constitution: 72

Mana: 251

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Subclass: Unavailable]

Active Skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 29

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 29

Perception - Level 23

Oscillation - Level 20

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 19

Armament - Level 23

Mana Surge - Level 12

Disruption - Level 13

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Passive Skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

Unsurprisingly, even my other stats grow even though I’m not investing stat points into them. A tiny bit, but it’s something, right?

My constitution is growing because of all the pressure I put on it. Strength and dexterity too, as they are trying to catch up to me, almost permanently strengthening my body with mana. It’s not significant, just a stat point here and there, but hey, it’s free.

I let out a yawn and lean against the wall. All of us are currently in an underground room, and its walls are imbued with some weird material that blocks the perception of mana from Wererats on the outside.

Even I wasn’t able to find it. Only Cipher opening the door allowed me to find them and join them, along with Isabella.

As for the little girl, she’s already asleep, sitting on the ground nearby. I’m jealous. I want to sleep too, but I can’t because that would mean no strengthening of my body, which equals a lot of pain. So, yup, it looks like I’ll have to stay awake for a few more days.

“What?” I ask Cipher, who just continues to look toward me the entire time we are in.

He and his group are sitting close to each other, and opposite them sits the family of natives from this floor. They seem to be calmer now but still far from being friendly or trusting.

The room we are in is quite cold and underground, heated by the thermal energy that I release into the room deep under the ground.

“Why would you do that?” Cipher finally asks.

Oh, so that’s what’s bothering you. You don’t like that you don’t understand me properly, right? I can see that it pisses you off, no matter how hard you try to hide it from me. Even though I like to stay on my own, I’m pretty good at reading people’s faces.

Something I had to learn as a kid or get beaten. Good old times, right?

I don’t answer him and just close my eyes and filter them out while continuing to send heat into the room and keeping my body strengthened. My eyes land on the small body of a little girl sleeping and lying with her back against the cold wall.

Ha, little kids shouldn’t go through this.

I change the way I release the heat to start releasing it only from one side and a bit further away from me and move closer to Isabella, pulling her away from the wall and letting her lean against me.

I send some gentle heat toward her small body and notice that she relaxes in her sleep, not waking up at all during my actions. Only then do I remember that I had her guard me during the night while I slept. Her, a small ten-year-old girl. At that time, the thought of her age didn’t even cross my mind.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Isabella is sleeping. Don’t worry, she is fine, and I will take care of her.

I answer Sophie in the Community and lean back with a sigh.

Being alone is simpler, isn’t it?


CHAPTER 15
RUMOR



“So my best friend Samantha did go play outside without me. Even Elie was there, and they didn’t even call me! They also took Elie’s cute cat with them. I always wanted to see it!”

“Wow, that isn’t very nice of them.”

“Right? I didn’t even see Elie’s cat because we all got to Hell.”

“Wow, that sucks… That’s too bad.” I react automatically, and little Isabella continues to talk and talk while I answer her once in a while.

Help.

Help me.

“I’ll tell Doggo to play with you if you stay quiet for a while. Maybe practice your skills a bit or something.”

“Oh, okay! That’s already nine times you have to tell Doggo to play with me!” Isabella chirps happily.

You’re counting that?!

Also, please forgive me, Biscuit; it’s all for the greater good. My good.

I look at Isabella; little devil, she isn’t doing it on purpose, right? It can’t be.

“Nathaniel”—I lift up my head to look at Cipher, who comes closer, mana focused in his eyes as he looks at me—“can I talk with you? It’s important.”

Hmm, let’s see what he wants. “Go ahead.”

“I need you to help me level more. I want to improve my skill so I can create more water.”

Huh, it’s kind of logical, but somehow, I don’t like the way he says it. He’s right, but it feels like he came to me already knowing how I will answer, as if it’s only a formality for him and I’m a tool for him to reach his goals.

These people from Hard Difficulty are quite cheeky, aren’t they?

In answer, I just nod, pushing my annoyance to the back of my mind with the help of [Focus]. He leaves to join his group, and I notice Isabella looking at me with her big eyes.

“I don’t think it’s good if you push all the emotions away,” she says quietly.

What would you know? People are stupid, annoying, arrogant, and sometimes too dumb or smart for their own good. To deal with them, to increase my chance of survival, I have to push some emotions away. So isn’t it better to think logically? To not get swayed by useless feelings?

[Focus] is great for that, and close to Level 30, I’m slowly being able to isolate certain feelings. I also run it continuously, worried that the situation with the Gargoyle will repeat or useless emotions will appear again.

Yes, I’m a coward.

I ruffle her hair. “Don’t worry about it. Just practice, okay?” I stand up, my Kinetic Mana Heart still sending energy through my body that I use to ignore my wounds, and I join Cipher, Frost, Goldie, and the natives we met.

“So how can we catch these sparrows you guys here eat? And what about water?” Cipher is asking the natives about sparrows they mentioned when we asked them about food.

“Sparrows are really hard to catch. They are fast and can ignore some magic. We have special traps for them, but only in bigger groups we got split from. Water can be collected from temporal springs in the tunnels under the city.” He stops, looking around for a moment. “They are hard to find, and no one knows the exact timing or place.”

Only now I notice how thin all three of them are. But there is nothing we can do. The food we have is almost nonexistent, and the water Cipher can create is limited. His skill is quite difficult, and I don’t think I’ll be able to replicate it anytime soon.

On the second floor, I saw Lissandra connecting to Ruby’s skill, powering it, and using it. But that’s not something current me is able to do. Somehow, it is even more difficult than learning the skill from scratch.

With my [Perception], I feel Isabella messing up her skill, and the blue ball of flame that hovers in front of her is about to explode again.

With a sigh, I send a wave of disrupting mana toward her, dissipating her skill and stopping the explosion that would most likely kill the natives and maybe some people from Hard Difficulty.

“Sorry!” she says cheerily.

“So you have no maps and don’t even know where your group is?” Cipher continues after a while, probably not even realizing what happened, only surprised by Isabella apologizing.

“It’s hard to find them. Everyone is hiding.” This time, it’s the woman who says, “If monsters detect you, you need to run away. If you kill the monsters, you can only kill ten at most, or more of them will start appearing. And never leave a house during the night. There are even stronger monsters lurking around.”

Oh? Finally, some new information. Should I have a nice nighttime walk sometime?

“So how did you find the hideout if you don’t know where you even are?” he says with hostility in his voice.

“There are marks! Hideouts are all over the city. You just need to find a mark that will lead you to one. There are hundreds, thousands of them!” the man quickly says.

He then starts showing us what kind of marks we need to follow and what they mean, and I make sure to memorize it all, even calling Isabella here and having him repeat it.

The entire time, he feels honest, and even the little girl confirms it to me a bit later.

He also tells us the most interesting thing. A rumor. The closer you are to the center of the city, the stronger the monsters are, but also your healing speed is sped up to the point that there are rumors that people in the middle of the city are immortal.

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Yes, food is and will be a problem.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - We met a few natives, and it looks like they need much less food and water than we do. One of our members thinks it’s because through the years their bodies adapted, maybe with the help of the field that covers the city.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - But what kind of skill or enchantment could be able to cover an entire city? We ran for hours and there is still no end to it.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - I’m sure I’ve traveled over 100 miles since I got here, yet the city still goes on.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - The hell, that’s insane.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - There could be some weird magic at work, sensory confusion, some sort of space magic—I wouldn’t be surprised if something like this did exist.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Did anyone leave the houses at night? I heard there are some strong monsters lurking around.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Yes, your sister is safe, do not spam the chat.

Soph (Hell, group 4) - Oh

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Only one-question-mark monsters. There are a few named ones one-question-mark in between them. Do you still put everything into mana?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - What do you think?

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Heh

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

Oh, you found some food? Good job, Biscuit!

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Noname, we are passing by some area that is covered in toxic mist. If you pass by it try to look around, we will leave some marks.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Understood, will do the same.

“So what’s the level of your skill?” I ask Cipher directly, and I can immediately see that he doesn’t like the question. But it’s not like he has reason to keep it for himself in this context.

He requires my help, and he knows I will help as I’m someone who thinks about this kind of stuff logically.

“Level 11,” he says in the end, and his group looks at him with surprise.

“Already Level 11? Wow, that’s really high, isn’t it?” a woman called Goldie says.

“Way to go!” another man adds. All the while, I just look at them with a big feeling of surprise.

That’s it? Level 11 and they are surprised?

“Yeah, I did work pretty hard on it.” Cipher smiles, seemingly proud of his skill.

Hmm, is it as I thought? The biggest difference between Hell and Hard Difficulty people will be in their skill levels and experience?

“And level?” This time, he pauses for even longer, so I add, “I need to know how much mana you can have so you can use your skill more.”

The man trapped himself by asking me for help.

“Sixty,” he says shortly.

The heck? How is he that weak with so many stats? I was stronger than him at around Level 10 to 20? Is it the difference in difficulty?

“What is your level?” he asks in exchange, and I notice the curious looks both of his partners give me.

“Not telling,” I say, feeling some amusement in the looks they give me.

My attention is brought to the three natives we met. Taking care of them will be annoying, but they also possess some useful information, so it’s not like I can ditch them before they show us how to hunt for food or how to find water.

“Can you deal with the three of them?” I turn to Cipher, and the man nods.

Let’s do what I do best and dump the annoying responsibilities on other people.


CHAPTER 16
SPARROW



“So your first floor was to survive in the forest for one month, but there was no deadly rain, no nights without the sun, and in the end, you only had to fight against groups of strong monsters or continue to run away from them.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

Damn it, isn’t it more like Easy Difficulty?

“And the second floor?”

“A mana-infused kingdom and the floor quest was to witness the destruction of the capital. It was really terrifying. They called him Paragon, and he totally destroyed it in a few minutes, a city with probably millions of people.” This time, it’s Goldie who says it, a young woman with blond hair.

Oh? So they even nerfed paragons? And what the heck? They call this Hard?

Then one option hits me. Is it possible that people in our difficulty were nerfed as well? Did they weaken Lissandra, the Champions, Paragons, and the emperor?

That…is a scary thought.

Taking a moment, I send perceiving mana as far as I can, and when I don’t detect anything other than vermin, I decide to stay here a bit longer and hunt.

My way of going about leveling Cipher and his skill is to force him to use it and to fight the monsters on his own while I help only when really needed to not take experience from him. Yes, that also makes him unable to create water for us as he continues to spend his mana, but if he levels up the skill, it should be worth it.

An interesting thing is the way the trio of natives looks at him as he uses water to fight the monsters. Their eyes are big, and excitement is clearly visible in their sporadic movement and their voices as they talk among themselves. Cipher notices it as well, and there is a shine in his eyes as the man surely puts his worth even higher.

Another thing is that Goldie and Frost want to join more direct power-leveling, but I quickly refuse, and they have to look for monsters and hunt on their own. I help them only if it’s really dangerous, a small request from Cipher.

He sure is a greedy one, isn’t he? He really knows the worth of his skill. I push the annoying feeling to the back of my mind with the help of [Focus]. Again.

I sense Isabella moving closer, and soon she pulls my sleeve. When I turn to her, she hesitates for a second, and in the end, only shakes her head and leaves.

Okay?

Now then, what should I do to the Alghoul that is moving closer to our position?

After saying a few words of warning, I jump on the roofs with a small boost of kinetic energy and then send a bit more mana into my Kinetic Mana Heart, collecting the kinetic energy it generates. I move toward the monster until it senses me and looks up at me on the roofs.

[Alghoul - Level 86]

Soon enough, green flames start glowing around the monster, flames able to corrode mana and regenerate its decaying body parts.

I jump down on the street, and the monster instantly dashes at me, its flames illuminating the street in sickly green light and the cobblestones under its feet cracking under the pressure. My heart thumps, generating even more energy, and I step toward the monster, releasing it all in a thin cone that goes right through its middle, separating its upper and lower body.

Unsurprisingly, the monster doesn’t even slow down, and the upper body continues to move toward me, using only its hands, while the lower body twitches with its legs, trying to move closer.

Two more heartbeats and I release a cone of dark yellow flame that hits the monster’s head. I continue to generate more energy, turning it into thermal energy and then powering the flame that continuously roars and slowly starts melting the monster as its green flame loses some of its power.

I continue to shoot them for over a minute, slowly improving them, reducing the cone slightly, and speeding up the process of transferring the energy. I reduce the waste and notification rings, and I use [Mana Surge] to boost the mana going into my kinetic heart.

[Mana Surge - Level 12 > Mana Surge - Level 13]

Finally, the monster dies, and even its legs stop moving, leaving only small, charred pieces behind.

[You have defeated an Alghoul - Level 86]

[Level 82 > Level 83]

Huh? Not a named one? That’s interesting. Is it because we are getting closer to the center of the city?

I cut off the flames, not fully satisfied with the result. I tried to boost thermal energy with [Mana Surge], but I wasn’t able to, so I boosted mana going into my heart—something I could do with my Mana Regulator. Yes, not so quickly, but I could get a similar result.

Thermal and kinetic energy are somehow different from mana even though they are using some mana to activate them. So either it’s impossible to boost the results with surge or it only means that I’m unable to do so at the moment.

When I get back, Isabella comes running with a big smile on her face.

“I did catch two invisible ones! I was finally able to feel their heat and burned them!”

Am I not the greatest one? I should start charging for my advice and for my mentorship. I am carrying this group so hard that my back hurts.

Isabella is still looking at me as if expecting something. What does she want? Why is she looking at me so impatiently? Say something.

She doesn’t say anything, and then it hits me. Oh, I see.

“Good job,” I say, and even these two simple words make her face light up. She nods, her hair flying around as she does it so wildly.

Her black hair somehow reminds me of my sister. Isabella looks so happy and innocent, it makes me want to bully her, to make her shout at me in her small voice. A voice that is more cute than angry, reminding me of a screaming little kitten.

Victoria, my dear sister, you were never so cute when you were younger, and I was the teased one, having to get revenge by being super petty when the chance was offered.

Sparrow me…sparrows. Hehe. I hate them. These little assholes are slightly bigger than a sparrow you would see on Earth, maybe around the size of a big pigeon.

That’s all good, finally some meat, you would think, right?

Little assholes disappear the moment the tiniest whiff of my perceiving mana touches them. They fly away so quickly, I’m barely able to track them.

The second sparrow we find disappears even without it. We just watch it from a distance, hidden inside one of the houses, not even using mana. The sparrow then turns to us and disappears quickly, as if feeling us looking at it.

Like what the heck is this even?

Oliver tells us that they usually catch them by using traps that are tens of years old, maybe hundreds, and with difficult enchantments on them that no one from their group knew how to decipher or replicate.

Well, not on my watch! Traps? Pfft, I’ll catch it easily and finally, after a few days, I’ll eat a decent amount of food. Others can look; it will make the food taste even better.

Oh, I could also use thermal energy to try to cook it. A lot of practice is a good amount of practice!

I create a small mana orb, careful not to leak a lot of mana, and I make it dense and firm. When we, after a few hours and a few more fights, spot another sparrow, I’m ready.

The orb flies at the bird at a speed that is comparable to it, creating a beautiful line of blurred blue mana behind it as it pierces through the air, missing a few houses, and accurately aiming at the sparrow.

And it misses.

Huh?

The sparrow lazily shakes its wings, and its head turns toward me. It’s too far for me to hear, but it opens its beak and lets out some noise. Then it gets ready to fly away.

Are you making fun of me?

I stop hiding. Five more orbs spin around me and then fly at the bird, boosted by [Mana Surge] and [Redistribution].

All of them miss.

“…”

The sparrow then lifts up and flies a bit closer, its tiny black eyes looking right toward me from the distance of a few football stadium fields.

You.

I release more of my mana, and the bird doesn’t move at all. Even after feeling it all, I only get confused looks from people with me. The orb I create now is as big as a small watermelon, and it spins around me, already letting out a whistling noise as it pierces the air, continuously boosted by my skills to higher and higher speed.

[Armament - Level 23 > Armament - Level 24]

[Mana Surge - Level 13 > Mana Surge - Level 14]

The orb is perfectly round and barely visible to the naked eye instead of looking like a blue hoop around my waist. With one last push, I release it, swinging it straight toward the animal.

The orb obliterates a few broken walls in its way and, in a split second, reaches the sparrow, missing it by the length of my palm while the sparrow doesn’t move at all.

Okay.

Okay!

This is getting personal.

Under the influence of my emotions, I feel my [Focus] weaken, and I change the setting of my Mana Regulator to give my Kinetic Mana Heart thirty percent of my mana. Then I quickly transform all the energy into propulsion, propelling myself toward where the bird is.


CHAPTER 17
FOOD



Here I am, alone in the desolate city, a noble human on his graceful hunt. Only my prey isn’t a powerful beast, a majestic dragon, or a sneaky griffin.

No, it’s a goddamn sparrow. A bird not much bigger than the oversized pigeon, and apparently blessed with the agility of Biscuit when he is trying to steal some food.

I stalk my nemesis with inhuman determination… Well, let’s call it the determination of a bulldozer, as I’m currently crashing into walls here and there, unable to fully control my speed.

I can’t help but see the irony: a mighty me reduced to a maniac chasing down a bird. Yet, as I plow through the city and the walls, I think how absurdly ridiculous it all is.

But! I can’t give up. At this point, this is personal! I swear this little asshole did laugh after I missed the last attack.

I swear this sparrow did laugh at me! I’m not crazy.

I boost my body more and then push to the side to dodge one of the houses while my [Perception] tracks the animal that continues to fly in between houses at dizzying speeds while all the orbs I throw at it miss.

Surely either something’s confusing my vision, my perception, or some sort of field is redirecting my attacks slightly.

In just a short moment after the start, we pass a lot of distance, and I’m leaving craters behind me as I continue to pump more and more kinetic energy to propel myself to the point you could call it flying.

The bird flies inside the house, and I brace myself against the impact as I come crashing inside while sending waves of perception into the surroundings to track it.

It flies outside, and I follow it, only to stop a moment later after the bird, out of nowhere, doubles its speed to stop a few seconds later, looking back at me.

Haaaaaaaa.

Haaaa.

I stomp once, releasing all the kinetic energy I hold, making my surroundings crack and sending a shockwave into the street that breaks all the windows and cracks some walls.

Then I activate Mana Regulator once more and lower the amount of mana going to my Kinetic Mana Heart.

My return is shameful as I run back through the streets that I bulldozed through while following the sparrow. The houses I hit and the cobblestones I destroyed. I have lost, and somehow, I’m sure I feel the bird’s gaze on me as I move back to the group.

“Where is the bird?” Frost asks the moment I come back, only to be poked by Cipher, who just looks at me and shrugs his shoulders.

“I already ate it,” I say, and Cipher stops him once more before the man says something else.

“You are lying!”

Oh no, Isabella, please don’t make it worse.

“You didn’t catch it at all! It ran away!”

You can’t break a man’s pride like that. That’s just pure evil.

“I think it only wanted to play with you.”

Help.

“It didn’t even see you as danger. I think it was…how was the word? Amused?”

Please help.

Somehow, it was decided that the little girl would be keeping a watch, having to stay quiet. It’s all pure coincidence, and it will help her train her skills. She doesn’t like it, saying it’s not fun, but we are a team, aren’t we?

It was decided by me.

Frost somehow ended up having to fight with more monsters than he was used to. Unfortunately, I was unable to stop them in time. There are too many of them, you know, poor me, hungry, still beaten, unable to stop them all.

But why is he complaining so much? They wounded him only a few times, barely more than scratches; there is no need to be such a prima donna about it.

“So how many did you get?” I ask Isabella after jumping on the roof next to her.

“Three invisible ones! They almost got to them, and they didn’t even notice.” She points her small hand at the trio down there fighting with vermin. “They are weak!” the little girl adds.

I can’t help but agree. Well, I’m sure they are hiding a useful skill or two, but even with similar levels and stats, they are lacking.

“About the bird…” Before Isabella finishes her sentence, I reach with my right hand and pinch and pull her cheek. It’s soft, and it stretches out slightly. “Ouch,” she mumbles, hitting my arm with her tiny hands. After a while, I let go, and she grabs her slightly red cheek.

“You are mean!” Her pouting face is somehow cute, and it makes me want to bully her even more. But I hold back, and instead of that, I check my skills, especially the ones that I have trouble getting to Level 20.

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 19

I’ll have to push a bit harder. Maybe I can go outside during the night? That dumbass savant said that there are some strong monsters lurking around, so it could be a good practice.

Another thing is that I’m hungry, and I have already noticed that I have started losing some weight; all of us have. We do a lot of fighting and moving around, and the food we get is minimal. Maybe even the food we are getting isn’t as calorie dense? It’s annoying. Well, one of the problems is that I’m giving half of my food to Isabella, my weakness showing once again.

I just can’t leave her alone as there is no one to take care of her, and she is just a kid. Little cheeky girl in a fucked-up situation.

Damn, when she grows up, she better take care of Grandpa Nathaniel in the way I care about her now.

To make myself feel better, I pull her cheek again, watching her pout afterward while checking the new side quest.

Side quest: Kill 500 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

Well, it’s as expected. Also, as the reward for the last one, I did pick a bag. Somehow, I expected it to be a bag with some magic on it. Maybe it’s super durable or bigger inside than it looks from the outside.

Nope, it’s just a normal ugly bag.

So yeah, I got scammed by the system once more.

Another thing is Cipher. The man is slowly pushing me more and more. He is asking for bigger things, using his water skill as a trade card.

At some point, I almost feel like just grabbing him by the neck and forcing him to become my personal water dispenser, but I decide against it. Yes, he is annoying, but he is useful too; he is already dealing with the trio of natives, taking care of his group, and only asking somewhat reasonable things.

He knows the moment I find a better way to get water, he is out and probably with a few bruises, so he is milking it as much as he can, always careful not to step over the line.

So I just push my growing annoyance to the back of my mind.

Oh, he also keeps using some weird skill. It shows itself by collecting his mana in his eyes. At first, I thought it might be some sort of manipulation skill, maybe hypnosis, so I kept my Reinforcement construct running and focusing on defense against mental attacks, but later, after watching the movement of his mana and the man, I think it’s not it.

My suspicion is that it’s some skill similar to [Perception], collecting information, maybe doing something else. He always uses it when dealing with me, so it also might be something similar to Isabella’s skill that allows her to know my intentions and partially my feelings.

I could try to ask him, even force him to tell me, but I find it fun trying to figure it out on my own.

I stop my thoughts right there, catching a similar mana signature on the edge of my [Perception].

Not waiting a moment later, I grab the girl and jump high into the air. While high up, I push against the air, propelling us even further in a weak imitation of flying.

When we reach the place where I felt a signature, one word sounds in my mind.

(Asshole!)

Goddamn it, you silly dog, how the hell did you get here?

Biscuit runs toward me, his pink tongue sticking out and his short legs making his body wobble from side to side, the doggo seemingly shaking his butt and wagging his short tail.

I ignore Isabella’s excited screams and caress the best doggo of the second…of the third floor.

He continues to shout in my head, and it takes a while for him to calm down and then when I expectantly look at him, his head turns to a group of people, all of them looking similar to the trio of natives we met. There is some fear in their eyes, and they look toward me, their eyes ticking in between Biscuit and me.

“What is it, Biscuit, your friends?” What did this silly dog do this time?

(Food.)

Huh?

His voice in my head somehow sounds proud, and one massive purple tentacle appears from his back, pointing at the group of scared people.

(Food!) he repeats happily.

Biscuit?


CHAPTER 18
TEMPLAR REVENANT



My eyes keep going between the group of people and the doggo that proudly shouts (Food) while pointing at them with his tentacle.

While I try not to think about what it might mean, Isabella continues to pull my sleeve, reminding me that I promised her she could play with Biscuit thirteen times even though I know for sure that I promised it twelve times and she added one, perhaps thinking that I wouldn’t notice.

But enough of that. There’s more important stuff going on! Did the little dog hoard a bunch of people to eat them? It certainly looks like it, but the longer I observe them, the more I notice that they are not scared of him at all. And damn it, you would be scared if there was some dog herding you like a sheep and using you as food!

Biscuit, you will give me a heart attack one day!

I grab him and lift him up, his hind legs dangling. He still looks like he’s smiling as he stares at me while slowly blinking. I shake him slightly, and he only woofs at me, seemingly enjoying it.

You silly creature. I sigh and put him on the ground, finally turning to the people.

“What’s your relationship with him?” I ask simply while pointing at Biscuit, who stays by my side. How can a dog look so proud?

Finally, a woman steps in front of the others, seemingly a bit calmer now. “Are you also under the protection of the divine beast?”

Ehm. What?

Biscuit? What did you do?

So it goes like this. Biscuit, alone and desperate for more food, appeared on the third floor, separated from Lily, whom he was protecting for me. So he started looking around, not finding anyone from us and not finding any food. This is the part she didn’t tell me, but I think it was like this.

One day, he found them, surrounded by a bunch of monsters, after their hideout lost its ability to hide, probably damaged without them realizing.

Unsurprisingly, the best doggo of the third floor helped them. He heroically smashed them with dozens of mana tentacles.

The group at that point expected to die, being a prize for the great doggo after it destroyed them, but the doggo only said one thing.

(Food.)

So they understood; they remembered the legends from their parents. The legends about divine beasts that helped people, always in exchange for something. Some beasts asked for mana, others asked for enchanted items, and some may be asked for sacrifice in the form of living beings.

Biscuit asked for food.

So they gave it to him, a pigeon they had hunted with the help of their ancient trap. The divine beast, Biscuit, was very happy with that, and since then, they have taken him as their protector. The beast protects them in exchange for food.

They said that he even defeated a weaker Alghoul on his own. I’m just listening to all of it, stupefied.

Are they making fun of me? Are they trolling me?

They don’t seem to be, and even little Isabella confirms it, already kneeling and hugging Biscuit, who licks her face once in a while, making the girl laugh out loudly from happiness.

The people are horrified, staring as their noble divine beast is reduced to this.

“You can’t treat a divine beast like this,” the young woman continues to say quietly to Isabella while the girl continues to pull Biscuit’s ears. Isabella also boops his snout and immediately after tells me I was right and it’s amazing.

I told you so. So I boop his snout too. Biscuit doesn’t seem to mind it that much, but the native woman becomes even more horrified.

Her group consists of eight people, all of them thin and adults; there are no kids in her group, and they have only one trap, somehow able to survive on one sparrow every other day. So either their bodies adapted super well or sparrows are super calorie-dense.

Or maybe it’s because of the field made by Saint that covers the entire city. They don’t know.

So I do what I do best: I ignore their questions and continue to boop Biscuit’s snout to the point where he woofs at me.

Don’t woof at me! I boop his snout again.

(Asshole!) sounds.

Wow, this time, it sounds like he really meant to use the word and didn’t just shout it randomly because he likes the sound of it.

We can’t have our cute doggo shout such words in the presence of a little girl, right? I ruffle the top of his head and even touch his whiskers; bullying a small creature makes me feel more relaxed.

When we rejoin Cipher, Frost, Goldie, and the three natives we caught before, I dump them all on Cipher, deciding to get some information from him later instead of talking to so many people.

My social batteries are almost empty.

At first, the group that seems to think that Biscuit is some sort of divine beast complains, but he barks at them a few times and they quiet down.

Such a good boy, isn’t he? He even brought us some food!

He also takes some of Isabella’s attention off me, the kid now not leaving Biscuit at all and continuously petting him and hugging him. Being the good boy he is, Biscuit lets her while enduring it all patiently.

(Assh…) He pauses the moment I turn to him. (Food?)

Just how smart are you, you rascal? And yes, try to limit the usage of that word while around Isabella.

Yes, she went through…worse…to be bothered by some words, but hey, it just doesn’t feel right in the same way as being a kid inside Hell Difficulty.

I also reach out with my mana toward the corgi, only to find out that he is stronger than before, which isn’t such a surprise. His mana feels dense and dangerous, and the burrito-like corgi shows surprising mastery over it, overly motivated by his love of food.

Well, not like I mind it. If he becomes stronger, I can learn a thing or two from him.

But before that… “We should move quickly,” I say to Cipher as I rejoin the group. He just looks at me.

“How quickly?” he asks.

“Very quickly.” Mana is already flowing through my body when I turn to Isabella and Biscuit. “Be careful. This time, a few stronger ones might pass by me.”

Not waiting for their answer, I jump on the roof of the house only to move toward the presence I felt.

Did they follow Biscuit’s group? Are we now so much easier to detect, even without me noticing, because we are a bigger group now?

I allow a bigger flow of mana toward my Kinetic Mana Heart, and the energy starts flowing through my body, strengthening its endurance as I prepare it for a fight and for bigger flows of kinetic energy.

The monster appears, alone.

[Templar Revenant - Level ?]

I can feel it’s a named monster as it moves toward me, ancient-looking armor covering its body and creaking with every step it takes, and under it, a deceased body and bones that move it. It’s strong; I can feel that.

The armor on its body starts glowing, and a sword made of mana appears in its hand. To my surprise, the monster takes a battle stance, holding the sword in front of it, the tip pointing right toward me with wisps of greenish mana flowing around the blade.

Yeah, nope, thank you, that doesn’t look nice. This time, I’ll be skipping close-quarter combat; my body is a mess, you know.

Still, I create armor around my body and continue to track the monster with my [Perception] only.

I also create two small shields made out of my mana that float around me while I use my Mana Regulator to pump more mana into the Kinetic Mana Heart. Now then, let’s start with some ranged thermal attack.

The monster moves at the same time I start transferring kinetic energy into thermal and takes a single step toward me, sending a massive wave of mana into the surrounding area. The mana reaches me in a split second, enclosing my body and the roof where I am.

At that moment, my hold over mana stumbles, and the transfer of kinetic energy into thermal stops, sending a wave of pain through my body from the shock. Even the armor flickers.

Even before going through all of that, I immediately jump backward and start running away, for a moment unable to use any skills and barely controlling my mana.

The roof behind me explodes, and from the dust, Templar Revenant steps out and, after a few seconds, sends another wave of mana at me, a wave of mana so similar to [Disruption] yet weirdly different.

The activation of my skill fails again, and one of the shields hovering around me disappears as I lose hold over my [Armament] creation.

The monster’s eyes are glowing as it stands there and lifts its sword made of green mana high into the air, the tip pointing toward the sky.

My mana activates simultaneously as the monster’s, and I push against the skills only to get overwhelmed. The mana that I keep using to strengthen my battered and wounded body disappears for a second, and the pain goes through me, a sharp reminder of my previous battles.

As if feeling it, the monster looks toward me. There’s barely a skull and some flesh under the helmet that once could be considered beautiful and elegant.

A few more seconds pass, and another attack containing weirdly disruptive mana reaches me, again targeting my mana and strengthening my body.

Is this targeting that on purpose?


CHAPTER 19
HUNTED



Okay, I knew one day I’d have to pay for my excessive reliance on mana and ignoring physical stats as much as possible.

I jump from the roof and barely absorb the energy of my fall, trying to use it to propel myself. The skill fails, and I continue to run on my two legs, hearing the monster crash on the ground behind me.

I grab hold of my mana and focus more, finally able to boost my body for half a second before losing control over mana.

But even that is something, and I create some distance between me and the monster.

I feel another wave targeting me and roll to the side, collecting a few more bruises but partially dodging the skill. This propels me further ahead, again avoiding the monster.

The entire time, I have continued to try to enter [Focus] as deeply as I can. The skill at least partially ignores the monster’s skill, and my [Mana Manipulation] keeps on running.

Thankfully, my Constructs are still up and running, unaffected by the monster and keeping thirty percent of my mana used for Reinforcement and another twenty percent for the Kinetic Mana Heart.

The problem is that my heart keeps generating kinetic energy that is currently hard to deal with. But even in the situation I’m in, I stay calm. I always expected something like this to happen, so it’s not like I didn’t practice.

Before the monster’s mana reaches me again, I propel myself as far ahead as I can and then use all the energy my heart generated to propel myself even further, flying through the air and then crashing through the roof.

Here, far enough from the monster, I stop and force myself to calm down more.

Deep breath. Hold. Breathe out.

I reach inside my body and toward my mana. I grab it, force it to move and stay inside my body. I flow it through my circuits and my pathways. My heart beats wildly, each thump sending mana through my body and kinetic energy, too.

I deepen my connection with my mana thanks to my passive Cerebral Harmony and then [Focus] on it.

When the monster’s skill reaches me again, it crashes against my natural protective barrier that usually doesn’t allow others to mess with the mana inside other people’s bodies. I strengthen it and push against the attack, decoding how the attack moves, what it does, and how it disrupts my skills.

I pump even more of my mana outside of my body, even to the point of turning off the Reinforcement construct, and the entirety of it flares up, stopping the attack at the same moment the monster comes crashing down through the roof and swinging its sword at me.

At that moment, I release all the kinetic energy created by my heart, and the house we are standing in explodes in a wave of energy with me in the center that even throws the Revenant far away and crashes against another house.

I quickly regulate the mana going to my Kinetic Mana Heart and activate my Reinforcement again before dashing away from it, forcing myself to ignore the state my body is in.

I feel the monster start moving again and run to the side, barely avoiding another wave of its weirdly disruptive mana. The way it targets me works so differently than my [Disruption]. It’s as if it’s trying to pause the movement of my mana for a short moment, which also causes it to ruin my concentration and hold over it.

It’s annoying, and I don’t like it at all, and it’s not only because I’m getting my ass beaten while trying to gain some distance and switch to a ranged attack.

This is another mistake in a massive pile of mistakes I made. Not the fact that I didn’t invest stats into physical stats—I long since knew that it’s dumb and decided to risk it for my future development.

No, it was a mistake thinking that I was prepared and could counter it. I experimented with [Disruption] a lot and even had Hadwin use his version against me, and I thought I knew what to expect. But the Templar Revenant is different. The best I can describe it is that the monster specialized at hunting mages and people overly reliant on mana.

For a test, I shoot one mana orb toward the monster, and it just disappears before even reaching it. It untangles and vanishes into fine particles even before reaching it as the monster targets it.

The thermal attack ends up the same, turning into hot air that just blasts close by the monster.

When I shoot my [Disruption] against it, it uses its weird skill. Our skills collide, and mine gets canceled out.

So I just continue to strengthen my body, but I’m unable to do it constantly. Its attacks are fast and nearly impossible to dodge, reaching me in a split second and pausing my hold over mana strengthening my body, so I can only run away, using it in short bursts to keep some distance between us.

I can’t even strengthen my body to the point where I could fight it in melee combat as it would only cancel it out, and one hit would be enough to kill me.

Okay, let’s take it back to the group. Even if they have their skills disrupted, they should be able to distract it, and I’ll kill it before it hurts anyone important.

Sounds good. Let’s do just that quickly before this second presence reaches me.

Ehm, why is it moving so quickly?

The presence reaches the two of us in what feels like a few seconds at most from the edge of my perception, and it turns toward me. It’s standing between me and where the group is. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s on purpose.

[Rogue Revenant - Level ?]

The monster wears remains of leather armor, and its body is much slimmer, with each of its limbs uncharacteristically long. It also holds two daggers, rusted and of crescent shape.

Another named jerk.

Sorry, Izzy and Biscuit, you are on your own for a while.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 29 > Mana Manipulation - Level 31]

[Focus - Level 29 > Focus - Level 30]

[Mana Surge - Level 14 > Mana Surge - Level 16]

Who knew that bottlenecks are so easy to break through? Simple, isn’t it? You just need two-question-mark monsters going after you to push your body and brain to the point they nearly break.

Easy.

I continue to run and push toward where I think the middle of the city is located. Partially because of the hope that it’s as natives said, and there is some sort of healing aura in the air the closer you are to the king and his Saint.

Another hope is that I’ll meet someone else from group 4.

I also don’t lie to myself anymore as to why I didn’t bring two monsters back to Isabella and Biscuit. One monster should be okay, I would be able to protect them, but two? I don’t care too much about Cipher and others—I don’t even know them and mostly used them for water—but Biscuit and Isabella? They kind of grew on me even in such a short time, I can’t let them die because of these two jerks.

So yeah, it’s up to me.

I dodge under another swing with the dagger and propel myself to the side, partially dodging the Templar Revenant’s attack, but still, it disrupts my skill, and I barely use a short impulse of my mana through my body to strengthen myself and dodge another stab of the dagger.

The Rogue Revenant is quick, and its reach is longer than expected—proof of that being a stab wound in my left arm that I turned toward it, rather wounding the still-broken arm even further than injuring my right one.

My heart beats once, and I throw all kinetic energy against the Revenant, throwing it against the side of the house. As a few times before, the monsters slow down in the air and nearly elegantly land with their legs against the wall, immediately jumping toward me.

Another short burst of mana and I jump high in the air, grabbing the edge of the roof with my right arm and pulling myself up, only to roll to the side. But the disruptive mana still hits me, and the pain washes through my body again, making me fall to my knees.

With my teeth clenched, I send another wave of mana inside my body and start running and jumping from roof to roof, already feeling both of the monsters following me.

A disruptive wave of mana reaches me, and I rouse my mana as much as I can in my current state and [Focus] on my control over it.

It’s my goddamn mana! You won’t take it away from me!

Not caring about it at all, my control over mana disappears once again, and all the mana I collected inside my body goes wild again, hurting me even more before disruption disappears. Then I grab control over it, using it to put more distance between me and the Revenants that continue to track me hungrily.


CHAPTER 20
MAGE HUNTERS



It’s already been a few hours, and while running and avoiding the Revenants’ attacks, I was able to level up once by burning a group of Rottenfang vermin. I invested the gained stat points into constitution.

Hey, it’s something, isn’t it? But at the state I’m in, it feels like pouring a glass of water and hoping to save your house from burning down.

I’ll die if this continues much longer. That’s something I can say with certainty.

If I don’t find Lily or if there won’t be a healing aura, I’ll die even if I get rid of the Templar Revenant that blocks me from strengthening my body.

My body is just that ruined.

Broken bones, bloodied left arm, a few stab and slash wounds from the Rogue Revenant. Pathways, muscles, and insides ruined by my creation of constructs and by my careless use of Kinetic Mana Heart.

The state I’m in won’t disappear after I rest for few hours. Strengthening my body to ignore it won’t heal it either. So what is the solution?

Obviously, it’s more abuse.

More mana flows inside my body, and I loosen my regulators, getting more energy out of my heart. I seemingly carelessly handle bursts of mana that flow through my body.

If I have to die, I won’t go down like a slowly dying candle. I’ll burn like a wildfire.

The speed I’m moving at is now quicker than ever before. I propel myself, boosting my legs to dash fast, while in the air I push myself once more, my seemingly bottomless mana easily handling all of it.

Once in a while, a disruptive skill hits me, and a few times, I crash down to the ground, barely strengthening my body against the impacts or absorbing energy from my fall, only to push myself again up and running.

The two monsters continue to track me with ease and even after I put some distance between us. Every time I stagger and slow down, they are there punishing me with a few more wounds or by making my mana clash inside my body.

But I’m improving.

While I push my body to the point of breaking, my skills also break through. I [Focus] as never before, turning the world around me into black and white colors where only mana shines brilliantly.

[Focus - Level 30 > Focus - Level 31]

I grab my mana every time the Templar Revenant disrupts it, and I force it under my control, reducing the impact it has on my body. I also continue to try to fight against the monster’s skill.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 31 > Mana Manipulation - Level 32]

I keep boosting mana inside my body, making it flow faster and stronger to do as much as possible in the time when the Templar Revenant’s skill isn’t affecting me.

[Mana Surge - Level 16 > Mana Surge - Level 18]

And I continue to try to kill the Rogue Revenant every time it reaches me but never have enough time to do it because of the other monster.

[Redistribution - Level 19 > Redistribution - Level 20]

[Armament - Level 24 > Armament - Level 25]

[Oscillation - Level 21 > Oscillation - Level 22]

And I continue to kill every monster we meet along the way. Gargoyles, Rottenfang Rats, Chameleon Bats, Alghouls, Wererats. I kill any monster I’m able to.

[Level 86 > Level 88]

That makes my constitution a whopping 80 points high, yet my mana is still at 264, and with my battered body and control over mana constantly disrupted, I can nearly feel life escaping my body. Only my will and [Focus] keep me on my legs, the monster either unable or not smart enough to disrupt this skill.

Yet even during all of this, I feel my mind weirdly relax. There are only two outcomes possible: I’ll either die or I’ll survive. Nothing else matters right now. I’ll put as much effort as I can into it.

To the last breath. To the last beat of my heart.

My mana explodes, and using as much as I can, I absorb the inertia of my movement and two beats of my heart that’s now getting forty percent of my mana. Using all of this energy, I throw myself backward right toward the Templar Revenant. At a dizzying speed, I pass by the second monster that is still fast enough to react, and another slash appears on my back.

But I ignore it, and a dagger forms in my hand. The color is solid blue, and more notifications sound in my mind as I make it as dense as possible and coat it in disruptive mana. I once again absorb my inertia and kinetic energy, this time using it to boost my body, making it faster and increasing my endurance.

The Templar Revenant used its disruptive skill a second ago, and it seems like his “cooldown” is four seconds, judging from attacks before.

So I slash against the monster that’s barely able to react; it’s slower than the Rogue Revenant. Squeezing the weapon in my hand as hard as possible and slashing against the monster with all the resentment I’m able to collect, I continue to track its movement.

I’ll hit him. He’s too slow; he won’t be able to dodge. He didn’t show as fast movement up until now.

The Rogue can’t reach me; it will take him around a second or two to get there. Then it will be too late.

My dagger will hit, and even if Templar Revenant somehow shortens its cooldown and tries to disrupt it, my [Disruption] around the blade will counter it. If not, then the blade itself is dense enough to handle disruption for a while. The blade will separate its head from its body.

I can do it.

Then the Templar Revenant disappears, replaced by the Rogue Revenant, the two monsters switching places.

The Rogue blocks the attack of my blade with both of its daggers, mana coating them and saving the daggers from breaking. A kick hits my chest, breaking one of my ribs and throwing me backward, right toward the Templar.

Another disruptive wave hits the dagger in my hand instead of me and slowly dissipates it. Still having my body strengthened, I dodge under the Templar’s slash and then throw myself to the side to avoid the Rogue.

And I run again.

How much blood does a human have? And how much of it can I ignore with my now inhumanly strong body when compared to a normal human?

Also, I’m tired, so tired.

While running and jumping from roof to roof, avoiding two jerks hunting me and killing some monsters once in a while, I keep wanting to just sit there and give up.

Anything would be better than this, wouldn’t it? I just need to stop for a bit, and it will all stop. I did enough.

Yup, such similar nonsense goes through my head. But who am I? Why would I give up now? I didn’t even reach my goal; I didn’t even see what there was to see. There is so much more to do.

So yeah, I better get my act together and stop sobbing. Just push through like I always do, filter out useless thoughts and focus.

And keep going.

I level up one more time and invest my stats into dexterity for the first time. As expected, it doesn’t help much, but I try it.

I also try to kill the Templar Revenant one more time; this time again, the Rogue swaps places with him, using some sort of skill to do so. I partially expect it and still am not able to finish the guy.

My reward is one more wound.

Then I finish another Side quest: Kill 600 enemies

I eat the little food I get and drink the water, and as a reward, I pick a javelin, thinking that a physical weapon might work.

I throw it with the full power of my body and boost it with [Redistribution]. The weapon breaks against the Templar Revenant’s armor.

The system does not disappoint. The common rarity weapon is as bad as expected.

And these two, don’t they have anything better to do? Just leave and go hunt Sophie or something. Now I’m also curious how the heck others are alive when there are jerks like these two around.

So yeah, just go and hunt others. But don’t worry, after I become a bit stronger, I’ll come back and destroy you. Oh, I will totally not let this go.

Unsurprisingly, the duo continues to go after me, and even after stretching my [Perception] as far as possible, I don’t feel others.

The only thing that changes is that the houses become nicer and nicer, some of them now even with walls dyed in colors, and there are no roads made from dirt anymore. All are made with cobblestones, and I’m not sure, but I think I see a higher tower far in the distance.

It’s hard to say if there is some ambient healing aura, but that’s it; as I pass and notice a few marks that point toward the hideout the natives told us how to identify, I decide to finally risk it.

Mana floods my body, and for the last time, I turn and dash toward the annoying duo so used to hunting mages.


CHAPTER 21
SAVED?



This time, all my attention is on the Rogue Revenant. Oscillating mana appears around my hand as I let the monster reach me.

I’m slow, my body barely boosted, as I only focus on enduring the disruptive skill of the Templar, and it does come. With the help of [Focus] and [Mana Manipulation], I’m able to endure it and barely dodge a stab against me. At the same time, I, too, attack, my hand aiming right at the monster’s body.

Four seconds until the Templar disrupts my mana again.

The Rogue dodges by tilting, but I send a short burst of mana through my body, taking a small step back and barely avoiding another stab at me. I twist my upper body and dodge a kick aimed at my chest. The monster is faster than me, but I continue to look through its attacks while the Templar, who is much slower, is getting closer.

Three seconds remaining.

The oscillation flares up more, and I kick at the monster, to which it dodges slightly to the side, stabbing toward my face. I tilt my body, letting the dagger slightly graze the side of my neck. What is another small wound at this point?

Two seconds remaining.

I send another burst of mana through my body, and this time, I feign my attack, making the monster dodge to the side. Only then do I use another short burst to change the direction and slash against its neck.

Seeing that it won’t be able to dodge, I feel the monster collect the mana, wanting to swap the place with the Templar.

One second.

[Disruption] tears apart the skill, and my hand separates the monster’s head from its body in exchange for one more wound on my left arm that uselessly hangs along my body.

My heart beats once, and with the force of my will, I send a shockwave of kinetic energy toward the Templar, throwing him away from me, only to be immediately hit by a disruptive skill that makes me lose my strengthening for a moment, and the pain I’m used to so much again hits me.

But this time, I do not run.

Two more heartbeats and another cone of kinetic energy hit the Templar, barely causing some damage, only denting its armor. The monster seemingly slashes through the attack.

I grab one of the Rogue’s daggers from the ground and send my mana through it, making it oscillate along the blade. The Templar reaches me and sends another wave of disruptive energy at me, and I throw the dagger toward the monster.

The skill targets the dagger and disrupts the mana on it instead of hitting me, which makes the monster tilt its head in a surprised motion.

Got you.

This time, my [Disruption] hits the monster, and its armor loses its glow, to my extreme pleasure.

How does it feel?

Two more heartbeats later, I release all the kinetic energy, and the monster’s head explodes. Notification about the kill sounds, and a long, shaky breath escapes my mouth as I lean against the chimney. With closed eyes, I regulate the mana going into my Kinetic Mana Heart and continue to use it as much as I’m able to increase my endurance.

As I cautiously approach the edge of the roof, I lose my balance. While falling down, I absorb the inertia of my body, yet I still collapse onto the ground, landing hard on my knees. But I force myself up and get to the spot where I saw the marks and start tracking them to the hideout.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Ehm, I might need some help. I’ll leave my mana signature near one of the hideouts.

Someone sends a message about noticing some fight far away from them, saying they will look around, but my vision is blurry, and I barely see the letters. I close the Community. It’s silly in my current state, but even asking for help is hard for me, and usually, I would just try to suffer through this all on my own.

It’s stupid, I know. But I am stupid. I’m the stupidest person on this goddamn floor. Well, maybe, with the exception of Lily. She is also extremely stupid. Who the hell sacrifices their arm for some maniac, even knowing that they can restore it?

At a speed that could be barely considered crawling, I find the hideout and get inside, carefully closing the door in a way the natives told me.

Outside, further away from the hideout, I leave one of the mana stones I found. I do it after filling it to the brim with my mana, which might help people to find me.

Inside the hideout, I fall down on my ass and lean against the wall that’s nicely cold. Then I tear and cut apart the usable clothes and tie them around my wounds. I don’t know how much it will help, but I’ll try everything I can.

Then I quickly glance through the notifications that I’m barely able to read.

[You have defeated the Rogue Revenant - Level 113]

[Level 89 > Level 90]

[You have defeated the Templar Revenant - Level 116]

[Level 90 > Level 91]

[Redistribution - Level 20 > Redistribution - Level 21]

[Disruption - Level 17 > Disruption - Level 18]

[Oscillation - Level 22 > Oscillation - Level 23]

All the stat points are already invested in constitution, but damn, it’s not helping much. Meanwhile, I regulated even my first construct, Reinforcement, and I’m sending as much mana to it as I can, hoping that reinforcing my body will help a bit together with the symbiotic transference of [Redistribution] that I actively use to keep my endurance higher.

And now, I need to stay awake and keep my skills running. I can’t even use as much mana as I would like because of my circuits and my weak body.

But hey, there is one good thing. Thanks to my increased constitution, the tiny scratches I got while crawling here are healed.

“…”

Yay?

Forcing myself to stay awake, I start examining my body and trying to replicate Lily’s or Hadwin’s weaker healing skill. I take the tiniest amount of mana and start sending it toward one of my multiple wounds, continuing to try to replicate what their skills did. I try to do it by “feel.” I try to do it more logically.

I even try to use mana to close my wounds by creating thin threads. It partially works, but the thin threads disappear the moment I stop focusing on them.

Then I tried using [Armament], and instead of armor, I tried to create some sort of bandage around one of the wounds on my arm. It works surprisingly well, but the moment I stop focusing on it, it slowly disappears.

I should be able to create longer-lasting mana creations in the future, so this could be interesting to work with.

“…”

A few seconds later, the pain hits my body, and I realize that I dozed off and the Symbiotic Transference stopped working. I quickly shake my head and burrow my nails inside my closed palm to force myself to stay awake.

This is dangerous. In the future, I’ll have to try to create a construct that would keep using energy from the Kinetic Mana Heart and turn it into endurance. Or I could stop being a dumbass for once and pick a passive, trait, or something that would increase my endurance or regeneration; that would be nice.

When I try to open the Community, I’m unable to do so. It’s getting harder to focus on anything other than keeping the Symbiotic transference running, and I even have to reduce the amount of mana Kinetic Mana Heart is getting as I start being unable to control even the smaller amounts that I used up until now.

It’s getting colder, and through blurred vision, I watch my right arm shaking, my mouth filled with the rusty taste of blood. Of my own blood.

The hideout feels empty, dark, and cold. Just a small, dirty room somewhere in abandoned parts of a massive city on the third floor of the tutorial.

So that’s it? Is this the end? If it is, it’s a pretty shitty one.

With my eyes closed, I let the image of Lissandra show in my head. The most powerful person I’ve met until now. Not only when it comes to raw power. She easily had the strongest will out of anyone I’ve met in my life until now.

And for that only, she was beautiful.

Remembering her last moments, I get on my feet and stand up.

I’d rather die outside than here in this damp room.

Mana starts moving around my body as I open the door, sending a wave of [Perception] as far as I can and feeling three presences.

Nice, they feel strong. Dying to some random rat would feel terrible.

I take a step outside of the hideout, and then everything becomes black.

When I open my eyes, I see the ceiling of the hideout I tried to leave and some blurred face in front of me. I notice black hair.

Huh? Lily? Goddamn, girl, I love you.

But as I start checking my body, I realize that the mana that flows through it isn’t the warm mana that Lily uses. It’s different, and it somewhat strengthens my body in a similar way my skills do; it also calms down my mana and stops it from going wild.

The person doing it is very skilled, that much I can tell.

I force myself to blink multiple times, my vision gradually focusing and the face in front of me unblurring. And here I slowly recognize Sophie. She is saying something while stopping my mana from going wild and strengthening my body.

Before I realize what I’m doing, I swing my hand and punch her right in the middle of her face, sending her backward with a bleeding and broken nose.


CHAPTER 22
YOU OWE ME



“What the fuck!” Sophie screams at me, already getting on her feet and holding her broken nose, blood flowing down her fingers. “You asshole!”

“Great to hear that from you, mind-blender bitch,” I hiss and try to stand up, only to be sent back on my ass, having to deal with my mana and strengthening my body instead of what Sophie probably did up until now.

“Mind blender? Are you dumb?” Mana flares up around her, and a second later, a short burst of electricity hits her, causing her to twitch like she’s been hit by a Taser. Only then do I notice Tess sitting in the corner of the room, carefully watching us.

“Don’t do this, Sophie,” she says to the brunette and then turns to me. “Hello, Nathaniel. Long time no see.”

“Hey.” Finally, a friendly face. Not having the energy to talk more, I put it all into keeping myself alive. Huh, maybe Sophie was doing something useful. Can she continue?

I look at her angry eyes and broken nose, and the first thing I want to do is to hit her again and then ask her to help out a bit more. Should I risk it and ask?

“Sophie, can you help Nathaniel again?” Tess says instead of me.

“After he punched me straight in my face? Goddamn, Tess, he broke my nose.” Her voice is slightly muffled as she says so. “And how the hell is he even moving in such a state? He should be long dead, and yet he had enough energy to boost his movement with mana and punch me!”

“Nathaniel is in a very…bad state. I believe he wouldn’t do that normally, right, Nathaniel?”

“I would.”

Tess pauses. “You are not helping much. Can you [Focus]?”

“I have been the entire time.”

Tess only shakes her head and turns to Sophie. “You owe him, Soph. He kept your sister alive, you know that, so stop complaining and help him too. Lily will heal your nose.”

That finally makes Sophie stop, and with one hand still holding her nose, she steps closer, carefully, as if expecting me to hit her again. And she is right; it’s totally something I would like to do now.

“Goddamn, Tess, do you see him now? He wants to punch me again.”

“He won’t, but if he tries to, I’ll zap him,” Tess says and turns to me, her eyes serious. “Because it would be all for his own good.”

Her words hang in the air, and I sigh and lean back, closing my eyes and feeling Sophie’s hand touch me again.

I boost my Reinforcement and [Focus] and start examining my body, looking for some sort of mental fuckery she could do to me. But there is nothing, not a single whiff of her mana near my brain or anywhere close.

Instead, I feel her infuse me with her mana and that mana goes near my wounds and muscles, keeping them strengthened and closed. It’s not healing them, but it’s helping me to endure and making the wounds smaller by stretching them, which makes them easier to heal.

She also uses what I guess is her [Manipulation] to calm down my mana. She can do that only after I allow her to do so, which I reluctantly do, yet I still carefully watch her.

“Isabella is safe and Biscuit too, together with people from Hard Difficulty. They met Lily and Kim, and they are together in a hideout,” Tess starts. “Isabella told Lily everything, and Lily let us know through the Community, so you don’t have to worry.”

The young blond continues to observe Sophie and me, and I realize that even though it seems like she trusts Sophie, she is still keeping a watch on her.

“My brother, Hadwin, and Maya are fine, but we still don’t know where exactly they are,” another voice sounds.

Only then do I realize there is a fourth person in the room, Aaron. I recognize him from his brother by the slightly different mana signature.

“I see, but you should be careful. The bigger the group, the stronger monsters track it,” I say shortly and close my eyes.

“Nathaniel?” Tess says, and I open my eyes, looking straight at her. “I’m glad you are fine.” A tiny smile appears on her face, and I nod.

“It’s good to have you near again,” I answer back.

“We will get you to Lily after the night ends, so please go and sleep. I’ll take care of everything, okay?”

Goddamn, Tess, are you an angel? Are you trying to make me fall in love with you? How are you so cool?

Yet, even while not fully trusting Sophie, I decide to trust Tess and let my mind wander.

TESS HANSEN

I watch as he quickly dozes off and then finally let the worry appear on my face again.

“How is he, Sophie?” I ask.

“The hell if I know.” She holds her still-bleeding nose. With her other hand, she touches him and keeps him alive. “From what I see, he should be long dead, Tess. Damn it, I don’t even understand how he could move his mana to boost himself even in such a state. And so quickly!”

“Maybe he really wanted to punch you,” Aaron says, trying to alleviate some dense atmosphere, but quickly shuts up after Sophie looks at him.

“Tess, he…he did experiment with his own body. He even modified it. I can feel it now. He created new pathways and even changed the trajectory of some existing ones, and there is this weird thing around his heart—” She cuts off, probably examining him a bit more while infusing his body with her mana and manipulating his mana to stop it from hurting him further.

“It’s been only a bit over three months, and he is already doing stuff that could be comparable to heart surgery. That’s just not normal. He will kill himself like this,” Sophie adds.

“That sounds like the Nathaniel I know.” When I say that, Sophie looks at me, her face still confused. “Your and my definition of normal and effort are different from his.”

Even though I said that, I can’t help but worry after looking at his sleeping body. He is so thin and lost so much weight. He is pale, and the wounds all over his body look terrible and are still nothing in comparison to his internal ones.

Yet even in this state, his eyes were wild and lively as he punched Sophie.

“Soph,” I start, a bit softer this time, “make sure to keep him alive until we meet with Lily, okay? You owe him.”

The brunette just turns to me, annoyance on her face. “I will, Tess, so stay quiet so I can focus, okay?” She then takes her hand off her face, revealing a broken nose, and wipes her bloodied hand into what remains of Nathaniel’s shirt, a tiny smirk flashing before she gets back to work, droplets of sweat appearing on her forehead soon after from the strain it puts on her.

“Any news in the Community?” I ask as I turn to Aaron, and he just shakes his head.

“Only Lily wanted to rush here even though the storm is outside,” he says.

“I always said it. That girl is stupid!” The voice that says that is Nathaniel’s, and all of us turn to him with shock.

“Nat, why are you not sleeping?” Even I’m surprised by a hint of annoyance in my voice.

“I wanted to check if mind-blender missy won’t try something right after I fall asleep!” He then turns to Sophie, who still has her hand on him. “And I did not experiment on myself. It’s all precisely calculated magical surgery! I did a lot of testing!”

“Tess, can you zap him?” Sophie asks.

In the end, I didn’t get zapped and fell asleep even without Tess’s help. One part of me wants to get angry at her, but the other one totally understands her and realizes that she would totally do that—for my own good.

And what the heck is this piece of iron that permanently hovers near her? It’s of a similar shape to a javelin, and knowing a bit about her skills, I can easily imagine how much damage it can deal.

She is currently scouting outside with Aaron, and I’m left behind inside the hideout. Well, I’m not alone.

“So you didn’t find the mana stone I left behind?” I ask one more time.

“How the hell do you expect us to find a mana signature so small? You are lucky you left the hideout for a bit and I sensed your mind.” The one to answer is Sophie, and I just stare at her for a bit.

I’m prejudiced, so maybe that’s why every word she says somehow pisses me off?

“Huh, you want to punch me again, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes,” she quickly adds.

“Yes, I want to,” I agree easily.

She smiles at me, her hand still touching my shoulder and helping me to strengthen my body with the aid of her [Mana Infusion]. “You helped my sister, so I’ll let it pass. I’ll even forget about the punch. As I said before, I owe you a lot. But”—her eyes become sharp as she looks at me—“do not push it.”

I see, so even she changed a little bit within the tutorial.

“Sophie”—I decide to be direct—“let’s not act dumb, okay? I’m sure at this point you do realize that you did mess up a thing or two with my memories on the first floor.” An emotion appears on her face for the tiniest split of a second, something I identify as regret. “It will be me who will decide how much you owe me.” My voice sounds sharp even to myself.

I make sure she is looking into my eyes and wait. I allow her to push a bit of her mana into my body. She uses it in what I guess is a similar way Isabella’s skill, which feels the intentions of other people works. I let her feel all my emotions.

She then doesn’t say anything, and the silence once again fills out the room.

But even that is good enough as an answer for me.


CHAPTER 23
NEW SKILL



[Manipulation]? Get away from me with that crap! I want [Mana Infusion]!

As we awkwardly sit there with Sophie touching my hand and infusing my body with mana, I continue to observe it, and the more I watch, the more I like her [Mana Infusion].

She is directly infusing my muscles and organs with mana and then, with the help of her [Manipulation], makes them stronger. Can something like that even be seen as manipulating something? I don’t know.

I just know she can infuse my muscles and organs with mana. When I’m strengthening my body, it’s more like I’m coating muscles with mana, some kind of power suit or layer, if you will.

BUT!

If I learn her skill, I’ll be able to infuse them directly with mana, and as more time passes, I should be able to learn to permanently infuse and change them instead of just temporarily quasi-strengthening them.

Wait a moment. Does that mean I can remake my body to be mostly made from mana sometime in the future?

Oh boy, let’s rather not think about it; that sounds too far even to me. Step after step!

And being as irredeemable as I am, I’m already thinking that it might allow me to circumvent the system and strengthen my body without needing to put stats into it.

Sure, I’m doing something similar with Reinforcement construct and Symbiotic Transference, but they can be canceled. I need to increase my stats permanently.

Huhuh. I’m stupid, am I not? Well, I’ll think about it. Future problems for future Nathaniel. Screw that jerk!

Now then, how did she infuse her mana inside my muscles and organs? How is it possible that this skill allows her to partially ignore bodies’ natural resistance against external mana? Did she move it like this?

“What are you doing?” Annoyance is noticeable in her voice.

“I’m testing something. Can you try to infuse my right hand with your mana for a while?” I ask, and she does so with a sigh.

And I watch the movement of her mana, movement of my mana. How it passes through my skin and how it reacts when touching my mana. There is a hint of [Mana Manipulation] in this skill.

I stop strengthening my body and leave it up to Sophie and pull all of my [Focus] into observing her skill, ignoring slowly ramping up pain and the state of my body.

I ask her multiple times to make some changes, to try it on my shoulder, to use more mana, to use less mana, move it faster, move it slower.

I ask her to try doing it while I defend myself, and I ask her to observe my tries.

And it’s as I thought. Sophie’s [Manipulation] is a higher version of the manipulation series skill. For example, [Mana Manipulation], or if there are such skills as [Fire Manipulation], [Mind Manipulation].

It works in a similar way as I did evolve my [Mana Perception] into [Perception] that allowed me to perceive not only mana, and I still am not sure of the limits of what I can perceive.

The same goes for Sophie. Her [Manipulation] should include all sorts of manipulations, and it’s only up to her what she decided to master or is more inclined to master.

But even as she is now, her mastery over mana is really amazing. Probably the best out of our group if I’m not counting myself.

That would usually make me think how unfair it is that others started with so powerful a skill, but as of late, I have been thinking over [Focus] a lot, and I think I underestimated the skill and I’m not using it to its full potential—not helped by my wrong pick of upgrade that “weakened” it.

But no worries, I’ll fix it.

Then a notification rings.

Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

[Mana Infusion]

Good, it looks like I was right and my good handling of mana helped me to get this one. I just needed a little bit of push and observe the skill a bit as I tried to do something similar to it a lot while on the second floor.

As always, the system doesn’t give explanations to active skills, but I’ll learn it on my own; now then, how is she using it?

I grab and move my mana, infusing at first something simpler with my mana. My wounded left arm. I send mana inside the muscle, and it’s not as straightforward as it sounds. I infuse the muscle with mana, its entirety, and then cautiously, I move that mana, trying to strengthen the muscle but from inside, taking some inspiration from Hadwin’s [Strengthening].

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

[Mana Infusion - Level 2 > Mana Infusion - Level 3]

[Mana Infusion - Level 3 > Mana Infusion - Level 4]

Huh? That’s easier than I thought it would be.

I finally open my eyes and look at Sophie, who probably feels what I’m doing. Her mouth is slightly agape, and then she closes it and says nothing.

One hour later, my [Mana Infusion] is at Level 7, and I walk on my own, infusing and strengthening my body in a similar way Sophie was doing up until now.

To be honest, I was a little bit worried that others might be a little weak. Yes, I know, I know. There was no way Tess would be weak, yet there was still this small hint of worry.

And now, as I gracefully jump from roof to roof together with others, I watch her obliterate monsters.

The weaker ones are dealt with by her lightning attacks that she sometimes imbues into pieces of stone from the houses around and throws at the monsters. It looks like she needs something to imbue them into for longer-range lightning attacks.

As for stronger monsters? I barely get a chance to see them. Tess has a skill called [Farsight], so she sees them sooner than I can perceive them. Her spear of uncommon rarity flies into her hand and is imbued with white-and-red lightning, thrown by her, and further boosted by her [Psychokinesis].

The spear is flying so far, it’s hard to track with eyes only and leaves behind itself a trail of white-and-red light only to usually obliterate the monster it hits. A few Gargoyles flying in the air die like this, and even I’m impressed by her accuracy.

The only problem is that she often has to move a bit closer to get the weapon back, so she only uses it on the monsters she can’t finish with material that is around.

Aaron is really fast, and with a skill that confuses the monsters, he sneaks up on them to stab them a few times before repeating it. Really annoying fighting style.

As for Sophie? She is controlling all the weaker monsters, mostly Rottenfang vermin, and there are already a few dozen of them. Without hesitation, they fight as she wills them to do so.

What I also noticed is that she is infusing them with her mana with [Mana Infusion]. She first connects and manipulates them with [Manipulation], and then, through that link, she sends her mana to them to boost their physical capabilities by a tiny bit.

I could take them on. Yup, I’m totally sure I would win in a 1v3.

I just can’t help myself and have such thoughts. It’s fun to theorize, so I’m already planning the fight in my head as we move toward the other group that we told to stay in the hideout.

It’s confirmed that the bigger the group, the stronger the monsters appear, so we don’t want them to move around with so many people. We can do that after we regroup.

Now that I think about it, we’re only missing Hadwin, Maya, and Dennis and the band is back together? Dang it, there are so many people, but hey, Hadwin will take care of it; we have a deal, right? And as for me, I can go hunting, this time maybe even with Tess. The same as on the first floor—good old times.

It takes us quite some time, and it’s not because of slow me—yup, totally not because of me. Bad weather or something.

But when we get there, the others clear out the surrounding area, and Sophie releases her hold on the rats. They then quickly kill them, and I graciously let them without trying to kill or steal from them.

After making sure we are alone, we enter the hideout, which is bigger than the ones before and located under one of the houses, a massive underground area looking more like a cave than a cellar. There are a few mana stones imbued here, and they are leaking a little bit of yellowish light. The hideout, as ever before, is covered in an intricate web of mana that I’m still unable to fully comprehend.

But before I have more time to observe it, I hear a happy scream that I identify as Lily, and a petite, black-haired girl comes running toward us with a big smile on her face. I noticed that she was still missing her arm under her elbow.

Her eyes land on me, and her smile becomes a bit less cheery, and with every step she takes toward me, it becomes less and less of a smile. When she finally stops in front of me, the smile is gone from her face.


CHAPTER 24
SHARING PAIN TOGETHER



She then doesn’t say anything and only stares at me. The others are already gone, and now there is only this girl, a head and something shorter than me. Her small face is framed by black hair, and a tiny nose rests in the middle of it.

Ehm? Please say something.

She does not. Her eyes are piercing me as she grabs my left hand, the one she sacrificed her own left arm to restore. It’s still pale, hairless, and wounded all over.

Without uttering a word, she sends her mana inside it. Her warm mana feels like a nice breeze in the hot summer. My arm starts itching immediately, and I can feel it healing bit by bit along with my body.

Finally, she lowers her gaze and focuses a bit more on what she’s doing, and I breathe out in relief.

It takes ten more minutes, and Lily stops only when she is totally out of mana; even I can feel that there is barely any mana left in her body, the mana she could use to continue to restore her left arm.

When she looks up at me, her bangs are sticking to her forehead, which is wet from the effort she put in. And it was worth it; my body is better now. Not nearly close to being fully healed, but I don’t feel like I’ll drop dead the second I stop focusing on my skills.

“You are so stupid,” she says.

The heck?! “You are stupid,” I say in defense. Who is more stupid? Someone who fights to survive or someone who sacrifices their own arm?

Yeah, I thought so. Stupid girl.

“You are stupid or I will not heal you anymore,” she says sharply.

“I’m stupid,” I say.

“Louder.”

“I am stupid!” I say loud enough so everyone in the room can hear it, and the girl finally smiles at me. It’s a small, tired smile. Her petite body moves, and she gives me a short hug and then leaves, running back to the others.

Silly girl.

This is the first time I see Sophie cry as she hugs and holds Isabella, constantly apologizing to her. The little girl cries too, and both sisters spend another hour sitting in the corner whispering something to each other, still embracing.

After a while, Sophie stands up and comes up to me, her eyes still slightly red and her nose bloodied and still broken, as Lily is out of mana.

“I owe you,” she says simply, to which I only nod shortly.

She then leaves to rejoin Isabella, who smiles and waves at me, holding poor Biscuit in her arms. The best doggo on the third floor has already given up on his fate and just lies there to be used as a toy by a little girl.

“Well, that was unexpected,” says Tess, who is sitting near me, her javelin resting against the wall behind her.

Kind of? But yeah, I still don’t trust her.

“Still, be careful around her,” I say to her, and Tess nods to that.

“Obviously, I will be.” Her eyes then check my state again, and she asks, “How long do you think it will take you to heal?”

“Around two days if Lily only heals me and every time she gets some mana back. But you shouldn’t wait for me. Go out and hunt. The natives have some trap that they use to catch sparrows. They also know where to find a bit of water. A jerk named Cipher will tell you more. He spent some time with them.”

I continue to tell her all the info I have collected up until now, and she listens carefully, only asking a few questions here and there.

“I’ll try to hunt these sparrows with my skills. Maybe my ranged attacks will be able to do it.” As she says so, I can hear some hint of pride she has in her own skill.

Yet, remembering the sparrow I tried to hunt, I can’t help but smirk inside. She will be so surprised.

“Yeah, you can try that. It might work with you,” I say out loud.

Suffer, suffer the same way I did. Be beaten to the pulp by pigeon-sized sparrows and then come back, ashamed and with a broken spirit.

You will share my pain!

Three hours later, after talking with Cipher and the others and leaving for the hunt, Tess returns, her hands empty.

She doesn’t even look at me, only moves to her spot, putting her javelin against the wall behind her.

I then watch her open and clench her fist while dozens of small stones start to float around her as she practices.

Welcome to the club.

After Lily heals me for the second time and just straight-up refuses to fix Sophie’s nose before I’m fully healed, I go to Kim, leaving the girls to deal with it between the two of them, under the watchful eyes of Tess.

Cipher and Frost and Goldie are spending most of the time with natives, who seem to be close to worshiping Cipher, who is able to create water from the air.

Well, it’s not like they are fully within his grasp. The divine beast hasn’t given up yet!

I don’t know what that silly corgi did, but it must have been something amazing as they still keep coming to him and share food with him every time they catch something.

Basking in the glory of our group member, us members of the tutorial are getting something as well. The meat from sparrows seems to be highly caloric, but it’s not nearly enough.

Not for us. The natives always eat only a few bites, and it seems to be enough for them. They are all thin and also barely drink any water; even if they have weaker bodies than us, they seem to be much better adapted.

I pause the thought as I stop in front of Kim, and the boy who is sitting on the ground lifts up his head and looks at me. Aaron is near him.

Not wanting to make it more annoying, I just say, “Thanks for taking care of Lily.”

I know how hard it must have been for him, fighting all the monsters while taking care of an unconscious girl. I also know how he feels about her, probably not fully forgetting about what happened to his friend Kevin.

So yeah, I appreciate that as I owe Lily, and now I also owe Kim as well. It’s annoying, but it feels right.

What appears in his eyes is somewhat of a surprise as he stares at me wordlessly for a bit, only after a while realizing what’s happening and nodding his head.

“Good job,” I add, and before I leave, I notice that these two words surprised him even more. As if he didn’t expect them at all. But even though his eyes are wetter now, he doesn’t seem to hate it, so I leave.

One day and something passes in the darkness of the hideout. The entire time, I do not leave it and barely train my body; I only move my mana, getting used to my new skill and observing my constructs. I also plan and examine my body and continue to watch the way Lily heals me.

Natives and even members of our group keep moving in and out of the hideout. Hunting monsters, hunting food, helping Cipher level up his skill that is currently the main source of water for us.

We also find the temporal spring natives talked about. It appears in the tunnels not that far from our hideout, and it only lasts for one minute. When they bring back the water, they are happy with the amount, but in my eyes, it’s so little. The others agree.

It’s already decided that we’ll move further inside the city to hunt, to find more resources, and to finally start doing something about our floor quest.

It will be dangerous, but we don’t have a choice. As always, the system continues to force us to move where it wants us to go.

“Status,” I whisper, saying it out loud for the first time in a long time.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 266d 21h 31m 36s

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

Level 91

Strength: 25

Dexterity: 27

Constitution: 86

Mana: 265

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Subclass: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus) - Level 31

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 32

Perception - Level 25

Oscillation - Level 23

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 22

Armament - Level 27

Mana Surge - Level 18

Disruption - Level 18

Mana Infusion - Level 8

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

My first goal is to finally reach Level 100 and finish the side quest that will reward me with a body upgrade token. The next step is to get [Armament] to Level 30 and complete the second side quest that will reward me with a skill upgrade token.

I also need to level up Lily a bit, and my body is already itching to finally test out my new construct.

There is so much to do.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Hey Noname, guess who is already level 100?


CHAPTER 25
THE SPARROW HUNTER 1000



Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - I think we are closer to the middle of the city than you guys, so we will wait here. Don’t forget, there is a massive area that is covered in a poisonous cloud but you can pick an air purifier from side quest rewards. We found a few uncommon gear parts inside such a cloud.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Understood, in a day or two we will start moving. But first, we will need to get our teamwork together and decide what to do with the natives.

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Sounds good, take care.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Hey, Hadwin, did you guys find Ligma?

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Huh, I don’t think so? What’s Ligma?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Ligma ba…

Iturn off the Community before Brainiac finishes his sentence and take in a deep breath. Goddamn it, I despise that annoying hideout.

Also, super thank you, Lily, my body feels like new! Well, it’s weakened because of how hungry I’m getting, and there’s not much water, but hey, I’m still alive, so there is at least something positive.

“Same as before?” Tess asks while her javelin hovers behind her back.

There are currently only two of us, and the main goal is to level up as much as possible, as we did during the good old times on the first floor.

“Sounds good.” There is no need to say more. Finally, without feeling like my body is about to break apart, I send mana through it and start sending some of it to the Kinetic Mana Heart, immediately using the energy I get to strengthen my body even further and to use it to propel myself ahead.

I jump from roof to roof, feeling the air hitting my body. As I fly through it, I can’t help but feel happy. Just for the fun of it, I release a massive wave of kinetic energy, breaking the roof I’m on and elevating myself high in the air, where I pause for a second, taking in the view before falling down and continuing to run.

The first monster Tess finds and points me toward is a Gargoyle, a flying kind that is able to strengthen its body.

So to test it out, I release the Kinetic Mana Heart a bit more and turn all the kinetic energy it produces into strengthening my body. I increase my endurance and speed, the result showing immediately as I dash at the speed of someone with a much higher stat in physical attributes.

Not hesitating, I jump only with the strength of my body and mana and fly through the air, reaching the Gargoyle immediately and grabbing its neck, only to pull it down toward the ground with me.

This time, I do not absorb the energy of my fall and only increase my energy further as my heart beats and sends waves through my body.

We crash through the side of one roof and fall on the street, and the monster immediately attacks me. But there is no damage, and I even take some energy from its swings to strengthen my body even further. The Gargoyle continues to try to hit me, to try to break my arm, to scratch me.

Even without using [Armament], it doesn’t hurt me with normal attacks.

I let it go for one more minute, increasing my efficiency a bit and testing if I can strengthen only one body part instead of the entire body. Then I use Symbiotic Transference upgrade of [Redistribution] to boost my strength and tear the monster’s head from its body.

[You have defeated a Gargoyle - Level 71]

Quite low level, but good enough for testing.

“Are you done? There are two more Gargoyles coming and one Alghoul,” Tess says, squatting on the roof over me and looking down with something that I identify as amusement.

I jump up and join her on the roof. “Can you support me only for a bit? I want to test a few things.”

“Sure, take your time.”

“Thanks,” I say and dash toward where the other monsters are coming from.

This time, I feed my Kinetic Mana Heart with more mana, around forty percent that I regulate with Mana Regulator. Every beat of my heart sends plenty of kinetic energy through my body, and before it poses any problem, I turn it into a thermal one. A massive yellow flame blazes into existence, reaching far in front of me and roaring audibly.

I [Focus] and narrow the cone until it’s as thick as my leg and shoot it toward the Gargoyles that fly through the air, avoiding the flame that tracks them until I burn the wing of one of them. It falls to the ground, only to be hit by the full power of my flame and burned to ashes in a bit over two seconds.

[You have defeated a Gargoyle - Level 75]

The other Gargoyle charges me, tattoos glowing on its body. It reaches me quickly, and for a moment, my flames disappear, only for a shockwave of kinetic energy to hit the monster and send it flying away.

Quickly after, I transfer the energy into thermal, and the flame roars once more, burning the monster that continues to charge through them, its tattoos glowing more and more. I increase the power of my flames, which are getting stronger with every beat of my heart.

I narrow the cone even further and continue to focus it on the monster’s chest. It slowly loses its arm, then leg, and finally falls to the ground, its body glowing red and burning, the heat palpable in the air.

[You have defeated a Battle Gargoyle - Level 81]

There is much more kinetic energy than what I was getting from absorbing from my mana orbs that I spun around my body; it also allows me to focus more on skill usage. Plus, I’m not even using the full power of this newest construct, so that’s something to be excited about.

Good! I would say it was worth nearly dying because of it—well, and a few more things. But who watches that?

It’s all in the past!

Now, then, it’s time to level up my [Armament] too.

I turn to the Alghoul that is down on the streets, and the mana projectile appears, hovering over my shoulder. I make it as big as an arrow and then add more of them. Screw efficiency; I have plenty of mana, don’t I? I shoot them all toward the monster, further boosting them with the kinetic energy that my heart generates.

The street becomes destroyed, obliterated by the rain of mana arrows, yet the monster still lives. Greenish flames flow all over its broken body, which starts to mend.

Oh, I’m not done yet.

For the next ten seconds, I continue to boost dozens, hundreds, of mana arrows toward the monster, destroying the street even further and then finally overwhelming its healing capabilities.

[You have defeated an Alghoul - Level 84]

Next to attack is another Battle Gargoyle, and this time, I try something different.

Mana flows from my body, only to start forming into the shape of a javelin that is as long as my body and hovers to my right. I send more and more mana to it, making it denser, and its color becomes a darker shade of blue.

This time, even my [Mana Surge] activates, and I give it as much kinetic energy as I can, shooting it at the monster that is on one of the roofs.

The javelin misses, but then it just continues to fly and pierces through what seems like at least five houses before then hitting the ground and stabbing itself so deep, only a little part is sticking out.

Only then does it start to slowly dissipate, the weapon dense enough to endure this all.

Did you see that, Tess?! My Sparrow Hunter 1000 is ready!

The young blond woman doesn’t seem to be too impressed, and her javelin flies too, followed by a train of lightning that accurately pierces through the chest of the Gargoyle. A burst of lightning flows from it, frying the monster, which falls down dead.

Showoff.

We spend the entire day hunting the monsters, and slowly, they start appearing stronger, with even some named ones in between them. I once again finish the side quest and immediately drink the water and eat the little food I get; as the second reward, I pick warm clothes again that I immediately put on myself.

To complete the side quest again, I need to kill seven hundred enemies, the system being true to its assholish tendencies.

But I do not despair. The reward for all this hunting is five levels and one level in [Armament] and, surprisingly, even in [Mana Infusion].

Both skills work really nicely together, and the skill I learned from Sophie allows me to push my mana creations even further and infuse them with more mana faster. It’s something I didn’t think of, but now, when I use it, it makes a lot of sense.

So with four levels missing to 100 and two levels missing to getting [Armament] to Level 30, we return back to the hideout as it’s already darkening outside. But that’s not all. I’ll take some rest, I’ll drink some water and eat some food they got as the leech I am, and then I will go outside and hunt.

I’ll go and see what lurks around during the night.

Screw Savant’s Level 100.


CHAPTER 26
INTO THE NIGHT



First, I make sure Lily gets some water and food; she seems really thin. Well, all of us have lost some weight. The interesting thing is that if we went through this back on Earth, most of us would be done by now. It shows that even without the usage of skills and just by having mana and increased stats, our bodies started to change.

At what point do we stop being able to call ourselves humans? I do not know, but to be honest, I don’t care that much.

I am me, and I’ll stay me. If I decide to change, it will be my decision, and I do not care much about what others will call me.

Another thing is Biscuit. I like him; I really do. The doggo might be silly, but he is surprisingly smart and gentle with all of us. Maybe not everything is lost when animal archmages take over. Biscuit might protect us, remembering the bits of food we gave him back on the first floor.

Still, does he really have to use eight massive mana arms to move, using them instead of his legs that hang in the air? He looks like a massive spider with the body of a potty-mouthed, telepathic corgi.

It creeps me out, so I use [Disruption] to cancel this abomination. I don’t put much effort into it and only send a wave of disruptive mana toward him.

The corgi resists.

“…”

What?

The heck?!

He glances at me with a cheeky look in his eyes. He is laughing at me, is he not? He is totally making fun of me!

I send another wave of disruptive mana toward him, and finally, the eight arms made of mana disappear, and the corgi plops down on his short legs and woofs at me.

I succeeded, but I know it’s only the beginning of the end. The corgi has already started to learn how to fight against [Disruption].

What have I done?

After booping Biscuit’s snout like five times—I’ve gotta enjoy it while I’m stronger—I join Isabella and Sophie. I just nod at Sophie, but the little girl gives me a small, short hug and then sits down, smiling at me.

“You were totally right! Doggo’s snout is amazing to boop!” Her face glows as she says so.

“I told you! Also, you should try to gently pull his whiskers; he then woofs softly. But only do it two times; after that, he becomes super annoyed,” I tell her.

Isabella giggles. “I’ll do that!”

Out of all of us, little Isabella lost the least weight, and I lost the most, even though I probably finished off the most monsters. Hmm, is there any correlation?

“Who are you?” Sophie asks with a weird look on her face.

So rude, but anyway, I wanted something.

I hand her a small mana stone. “Can you infuse it with your mana using your skill?”

She nods and does just that, and I grab the stone from her and leave afterward without saying anything else.

“What the hell?” I hear behind me, but I ignore it.

I examine the mana stone that is now leaking her mana quickly, and I do it until it’s fully empty. Then I go to Tess and ask her to do the same, and she does just that, and I sit next to her, examining the stone again.

After all the mana leaks, I do it as well. I do it two times, and in both cases, I use as similar an amount of mana as I can.

For the first try, I use only [Mana Manipulation], and for the second one, I use [Mana Infusion].

In both cases, I examine the stone until the mana depletes.

The results are as follows:

[Mana Infusion] fills up the stone faster, much faster, and also fills it up more evenly. Also, mana infused by this skill stays in the item for longer. I already tested it and tried to infuse mana into stuff like a piece of cloth, a normal stone, and iron weapons.

When I use the skill to infuse it into a mana stone, it feels much smoother, fills faster, and holds the mana for longer. On the other hand, the materials I tried were much worse.

But it’s possible to use [Mana Infusion] to fill items with mana, and that’s good to know.

On the other side, if I or other people try it with [Mana Manipulation] or without the skill, or with a similar skill, it fills slower, and the distribution is much worse. For example, there are some places that fill with a much denser amount of mana, and some not as much, and it sometimes even damages the item.

Even as high as my [Mana Manipulation] is, it still can’t compare to the other skill when it comes to infusing mana into something.

But that’s just it. The skill only allows me to infuse an item with mana. What happens afterward is something other skills have to deal with, and I have a few really good ones!

Even strengthening my body is now better, and it alleviates some pressure in comparison to doing it in a different way. But the biggest difference comes up with the use of [Armament]. The two skills work amazingly together.

[Armament] is much faster and allows me to create even denser weapons or armor around my body. Also, the shields I’m able to create become stronger.

It allows me to have a much stronger ranged attack without worrying about mana projectiles disappearing or being too weak and not having to spend so much time creating them that would make them unusable.

Good. Good!

But I will not stop! The next goal is to evolve the skill into [Infusion]. I want to infuse stuff with thermal energy and kinetic energy. I want to infuse my mana projectiles with [Disruption] and [Oscillation].

Well, I could probably do it even now in some roundabout, janky way, and I even tried it, but it just takes way too long to be usable, and the effect disappears too quickly when I’m not touching it.

I stop my thoughts for a second and listen. The wind outside still doesn’t blow too hard, and I already decided to leave only when it’s the strongest so I’ll have some backup source of kinetic energy.

I also know that I’ll have to rely on perceiving mana, and it’s almost impossible to see out there.

“Do you still want to go out?” Tess asks. “Lily will be angry.”

“It’s fine. It’s easier to beg for forgiveness than to get permission.” And what is she? My mom? I’m not scared of her.

But seriously, I hope she won’t refuse to heal me.

“I’ll go with you,” Tess adds simply. One look at her tells me enough that she did think it through and knows how dangerous it might be.

Well, who am I to refuse? Tess is her own person, and she should be able to hold her own out there. I already saw it multiple times.

“Sounds good,” I answer, and this time, it’s her who nods.

Now then, back to experimenting. I still should have around one hour left.

It’s dark, and we can barely see anything. The wind continues to pummel against our bodies, and to be honest, it’s stronger than I expected it to be, to the point that it surprises me that it doesn’t destroy some of the buildings.

I already have my [Perception] running as a replacement for my sight, but what about Tess? Is she even able to see with her [Farsight]?

When I turn to her, I notice that she is looking straight at me, and when I wave my hand, she waves it as well, perfectly copying my movement. It’s telling enough.

Okay, her skill might be better than I thought, allowing her a bit more than just seeing far. Lightning also keeps crackling around her body every once in a while.

The mana I feel from it is sharp and strong.

Time to go. My heart beats, and with a push against the ground, I propel myself high onto the roof, sending a wave of mana into our surroundings. Then I turn to Tess, who also shakes her head.

Nothing so far, so we move in the direction we decided on before, not too far from the hideout so we can get back for some help if needed.

After around five minutes of running, we stop. I start sending waves of mana into our surroundings as some sort of lighthouse, and we wait.

Once in a while, I absorb some kinetic energy from the wind and throw it against the houses around us. It doesn’t take much time for me to destroy a few of them. As I do so, I also realize that this kinetic energy from the wind is a bit harder to use than the energy from my Kinetic Mana Heart.

Interesting. More testing needed!

When Tess finally spots some monster, I stop with that and instead switch to [Armament]. The armor that appears around me is not as translucent as before, and instead, it’s a darker shade of blue that is still somewhat see-through but much stronger.

The armor is a weird combination of medieval-age-like armor and modern armor that special ops or soldiers tend to use. It’s also not too bulky and without useless parts.

In the end, a helmet appears around my head, a helmet with a smooth front without any holes for the eyes or nose.

With my new skill, I make them all as strong as possible and even infuse my body with mana before strengthening it with Symbiotic Transference.

Then I sense the monsters I can’t see yet jump onto the roof.


CHAPTER 27
TRICOLORED MANA



Igrab hold of the wind around us, and for a split second, silence ensues, only for me to release all the energy and blast away the mist. Then a short blaze of flame lights up the surroundings. Before the wind and mist come back, we spot the monster.

It’s twice my height, tall and slim, with a body covered in dark black fur. Even under the fur, I can see dexterous and dangerous muscles. It stands on its two legs with arms long enough to nearly touch the floor.

Its head is elongated into a massive maw filled with long, sharp teeth, and above it are two eyes that glow in the surrounding darkness with a green light.

The monster is partially rotted, with missing pieces of body and fur, revealing sickly, grayish skin and terrible wounds all over its body.

[Undead Werewolf - Level ?]

The monster charges right after the mist fills out the surroundings, and its target is Tess. Chunks of the roof are torn apart, and nearly the entire roof flies at the monster, only for it to bulldoze through and reach Tess. She stands in a battle stance, lightning creating something like armor around her body.

I can feel her using mana, and the monster tries to hit her, only to be stopped by an invisible barrier around the blonde and be sent flying backward, the red-and-white lightning cracking and burning its body.

I dash toward the werewolf as well. It quickly lands on its long, thin legs and sprints toward me. I strengthen my body and armor even more, and our bodies meet in an exchange of blows. In the end, I’m sent flying away from the roof, the armor around my chest dented but quickly repairing.

I push against the wall of the house I’m about to hit and propel myself back onto the roof, the house behind me exploding under the pressure.

On the roof, Tess is already exchanging blows with the monster, her nimble body dodging every hit she can, and when she is unable, an invisible wall stops the monster. The entire time, lightning crackles around and through her body, seemingly making her faster.

Then the javelin, floating over her, comes flying down with terrifying speed, barely missing the monster, which dodges with impossible speed. The javelin pierces through the roof and, most likely, the entire house.

I create dozens of mana arrows and make them as dense as possible. At my signal, Tess jumps away, and they all fly at the monster, boosted to a terrifying degree. But the werewolf roars, and the mana flares up around it.

The monster’s body becomes a wreck under the power of the mana projectiles; the attack ends with most of its head missing. But its body grows even bigger, and its fur becomes even darker while it keeps its creepy, long-limbed proportions and decaying body.

It howls, a terrifying sound audible even through the raging wind, and I feel my body freeze in place. Immediately, I create two massive shields made out of mana and send them in front of Tess, where they slow down the monster. Next, I send a disruptive wave of mana around my body, freeing myself and propelling ahead to clash with the monster that has already dealt with two shields.

The monster is now bigger, and I am barely able to push it far enough, but both of us fall from the roof, only to continue the fight on the ground. A sword made of mana appears in my hands, and I grab the monster with [Redistribution] to slow it down, but it’s unable to fully stop it.

My sword slashes multiple times a second, yet it is unable to kill the monster, which ignores the wounds and dodges anything too dangerous. It howls again and gets healed, and I have to use disruptive mana to free myself.

I grab the kinetic energy I absorbed and turn it into thermal energy, but the flames… The flames don’t appear out. The moment they should show up, they get canceled by the strong wind and something else, something in the wind. The flames immediately die off.

Without any warning, a massive javelin flies down from the sky with a speed that is impossible to track, and it pierces through the monster, a hook at the end of the javelin pinning it to the ground. This allows me to cut off one of its legs and then dash away on Tess’s signal.

The house to my right explodes into rubble that immediately starts orbiting around Tess, together with cracking lightning. Half of the house spins around her like a massive orb, crashing against the nearby houses, and the sound of rumbling is audible even through the roaring wind.

The rubble spins faster and faster, and I reach out toward the werewolf and put everything into slowing it down and absorbing the kinetic energy of its movement. It howls again, but it’s too late, and all the rubble flies at it, pummeling, tearing, and breaking its body into a bloody mess.

When the attack is finished, I send a wave of kinetic energy toward the wolf, pushing away the rubble, and dash at it with a sword in my hand. It dodges my slash, but the stone filled with lightning mana explodes, removing half of its head. I see it opening its mouth.

My heart beats, and my speed increases, elongating the sword that cuts off the monster’s head. I slash the sword through its chest, and to make sure, I use [Disruption], boosted with [Mana Surge], to cover the area and continue to push against the werewolf’s mana until, finally, the notification sounds.

[You have defeated an Undead Werewolf - Level 119]

[Level 96 > Level 97]

[Disruption - Level 18 > Disruption - Level 19]

[Mana Infusion - Level 9 > Mana Infusion - Level 10]

Damn it, not even a named one.

When I move closer to Tess, she pushes against the wind around us and creates something like a small spherical bubble around us that partially blocks the roaring wind.

“Poor people that used to live in that house you just wrecked,” I can’t help but say.

“What are you even talking about? It was like that when we got here,” she shoots back.

“That’s true; some unfortunate natural cause, I guess.”

“Yes, it’s really weird.” She shakes her head, and a smile flashes across her face before it disappears. “You know, you’ve changed a little bit.”

Well, wouldn’t it be weird if I didn’t? But yes, she is right, and even I noticed it. As for whether it’s for the better or worse, only time will tell, but so far…it’s not that bad, I guess.

“How is your mana?” I ask instead.

“It’s okay for now. We can continue,” she answers while stretching a little bit. “You know, I missed hunting with you. Sophie and Aaron aren’t exactly a fitting combination with me.”

“Tess, are you trying to summon a death flag?”

“We can continue to hunt for a bit more, and then I can get back to my family and finally fulfill my dream of opening a small restaurant,” she continues to joke. Then she pretends to pull out a photo from her pocket. “This is my daughter and wife. Aren’t they cute?” Her face is still somehow deadpan.

We move inside one of the houses after I shoot out another makeshift signal flare, trying to lure more monsters to us.

The room is dusty, but the furniture, even though old and breaking in some places, seems more luxurious than the ones before, a clear sign that we are getting closer to the middle of the city.

I start creating a javelin made of mana and making it more dense and durable with the help of [Mana Infusion] and [Mana Manipulation], all while Tess continues to watch me carefully.

“That’s a lot of mana,” she says.

“It is?” I ask back, seriously curious. Both of us went through different situations, and even our builds are different, so how does she see what I do?

“Yes, even I can tell that without examining it closer. Usually, weapons made of mana are more see-through and feel weaker, if I can say so.” She then touches the javelin. I release my hold on it, and it falls into her hand.

“It’s lighter than it should be, but that’s probably because of the mana,” she says. After she says so, I can feel her reaching to it with her [Psychokinesis]. “Hmm, it’s also really hard to control, even though you are not touching it. Maybe it’s still partially considered to be your mana?”

“I think so. You would need a much higher level to be able to control the ambient mana and mana of other people, even if it’s something like this. It is still considered to be mana and not an item.”

I reach out and make it move to me, easily overpowering the hold she has over it.

One more minute passes, and I continue to infuse more and more mana into it, making the color a darker and darker shade of blue.

Hmm, how far can I push it? It still doesn’t feel like I’ve reached a limit, so I activate more of my skills, and then, getting an idea, I use [Redistribution] in combination with [Mana Infusion].

Why didn’t I think of it sooner? I should be able to [Redistribute] my own mana, right?

Notifications ring in my head, and a massive amount of mana quickly leaves my body, moving at dizzying speed through [Mana Infusion] into the javelin in my hand.

The weapon made of mana at first becomes darker, and then it starts changing. Wisps of vibrant light blue and purple pass through it, mixing and creating a beautiful tricolored shine, and the javelin starts to hum in my hand, seemingly becoming even more dense.

I quickly stop redistributing mana, and even then, I feel the weapon I made fighting against me, threatening to explode and release the massive amount of mana I infused it with.

Oh, this can’t be good.


CHAPTER 28
LET’S BE MORE CAREFUL



Istand up and quickly throw the weapon I created with all the force I can muster, even boosting it with kinetic energy.

The javelin flies, shining in beautiful light blue, light purple, and dark blue colors, leaving a trail of mana behind it. It pierces through three houses before it untangles, releasing all the mana it holds in one massive explosion.

Threads of mana wave from the javelin, slashing and cutting apart the surrounding area. Tendrils of three different colors and even a shockwave can be felt as the densely squeezed mana expands.

As a result, a massive area around the javelin ends up destroyed, breaking apart, and debris of stone and wood falls down with loud noises, releasing dust and small pieces of debris that immediately get blown away by the wind.

The best part is that it wasn’t even meant to be an attack. All of this was only densely squeezed mana untangling as I released my hold over it and stopped forcing it to move.

Yes, I said that, the best part!

How great is that? Sure, I could do something similar using [Redistribution], but that’s not the point.

Just how strong can my armor be? How strong can my projectiles be if I learn to control them a bit more? And why the heck did I not think of redistributing my mana to make it faster and push through the limit I felt? It sounds so logical now that I get to it.

I quickly check the notifications.

[Redistribution - Level 23 > Redistribution - Level 24]

[Mana Infusion - Level 10 > Mana Infusion - Level 11]

[Mana Infusion - Level 11 > Mana Infusion - Level 12]

[Mana Infusion - Level 12 > Mana Infusion - Level 13]

[Armament - Level 28 > Armament - Level 29]

Oh my, I like this! Let’s try it again!

“Nat,” I hear, and I turn to Tess, who looks at me with a serious look on her face. “That javelin contained more mana than my entire mana pool.”

Tess is there with her stern gaze, her features in a serious expression. The weight of her words hangs heavy between us. She seems to be warning me, indirectly telling me to be more careful.

Okay, that’s quite scary, now that I think about it.

“Can you keep watch?” I ask instead and don’t even bother sending another signal. If no monsters come after this, nothing will lure them closer.

The blonde just shakes her head and sighs, yet she still keeps watch. Her eyes continue to pierce through the darkness around us, looking for mana signatures moving toward us.

I create a small orb of pale blue mana and start infusing it with as much mana as possible. At some point, I have to stop, unable to push more. It just feels like there is resistance, as if the orb is full. But then I use [Redistribution], which moves a massive amount of mana and quickly, easily pushes against this resistance, passing through [Mana Infusion] inside the orb.

This time, I’m more careful and observe as the light blue and purple colors get inserted into a dark blue orb. The colors do not mix to create other colors; instead, it looks as if they all swirl inside the orb. Imagine putting drops of dye into a glass of water and then swirling it without the colors mixing.

Actually, it’s quite beautiful.

Seeing that I can push even more, I force the mana inside the orb, and now I notice that it really has become heavier. How does it even make sense? If mana had such weight, wouldn’t I become heavier every time I use mana?

Yet it still somehow does, the tricolored orb with mana swirling inside it and, with every passing moment, threatening to explode right there in my hand.

As I watch it, it just feels like something I shouldn’t be doing, like something I shouldn’t be ABLE to do.

At that moment, I hesitate. All my senses warn me, nearly screaming in my head. As I’m about to push even more mana into the small orb, I slowly come back to reality, feeling as if I just woke up.

This is dangerous; I should give it some time and not push it the way I did when creating my second construct. There, I also hurried too much and made my move earlier than I should have, and it almost cost me my life.

So let’s wait. Let’s think about it more and examine it more.

As for the orb, I shoot it as far as I can, and after a few seconds, it expands into a bubble with a surface made of tricolored mana, a bubble as big as an entire house.

While expanding, the orb’s surface is firm, winning against the material the house is made of and pushing it away while staying anchored to the place as it expands.

Then the bubble made of mana bursts open with an audible pop, and as if affected by some extremely strong siphon force, the pieces of the trashed house are pulled to where the center of the orb used to be, crashing against each other. Some break even further as they spin for a while around the center.

Then, for a short moment, silence ensues before the wind and mist fill out the empty space in the air. The house is gone, destroyed by an orb not bigger than a grape. An orb I could fill with even more mana.

Yup, let’s be more careful. Very careful.

What appears after a few more minutes is something we decide not to fight and hide from without any hesitation. We came here to level and hunt, not to die, you know. This is just a straight-up unfair match.

The monster is massive, easily as big as a house and a bit, walking through the streets without any worry in the world. Its head towers over the slightly smaller houses. One of its eyes is missing, and the other one, milky white, glows in a sickly green color, shining even in the darkness of the city and the mist.

The monster walks on all fours, weirdly limping yet moving nimbly. Over the middle of its back, three projectiles made of green mana float. Mana arrows, each as big as a car and elongated into a sharp shape.

Yup, Bambi’s curse is back and stronger than ever before.

[Undead Aberrant Deer - Level ??]

So yeah, we both sit inside a house while the massive Undead Deer passes by. Each of us limits our mana as much as we can, and we pull it all back into our bodies in an attempt to stop its leakage outside that could warn the monster.

There is also a worry that it might find us through heat detection or sniff us out or whatever, but that’s something too late to worry about.

The massive monster appears almost out of nowhere and rushes toward where my orb exploded, destroying a few dozen houses that stood in its way, literally bulldozing through them without taking any damage.

There isn’t a single thought of fighting it in my mind. I touch its mana only once, and the feeling of it disturbs me deeply.

This is not a fight I should take right now, not even with Tess by my side.

So there we are, both close to each other, nearly hugging, as I try to create a disrupting field around us, reducing even the small mana particles we leak to smaller ones, all while only controlling my mana.

Tess’s eyes are firm, and even in this situation, she is reliable as always. She is not using any skills at all, and we are not even looking toward the monster, as there are monsters able to detect even someone just looking at them.

Hell, the Undead Aberrant Deer could be now easily staring through the window at us.

The only sense left to us is hearing and feeling the vibrations. Even through the raging wind, we hear the monster’s steps and feel vibrations going through our bodies every time it takes another one.

The monster continues to destroy a few more houses near the place where the orb exploded, and we only sit there, waiting for minutes. After a few more of the undead monster’s steps, silence ensues.

But we continue to stay in that same place for one hour longer, not daring to make any moves and limiting our mana. Only after a long while do I let out a quiet sigh of relief.

We survived, but goddamn it, that was tense.

Finally, after an hour of sitting in the corner of the room, I open my eyes and lift up my head to look outside at the result of the monster’s attack.

And there, staring right at me without blinking and from behind the window, is the eye nearly as big as me.

The deer’s only eye glows green.


CHAPTER 29
HOW MUCH IS YOUR MANA?



Iput my hand on Tess’s shoulder and squeeze it strongly, giving her a warning not to move at all and not to do anything stupid. I can feel her body tense under my hand as she, too, stares right at the monster’s eyes outside the window.

She does nothing to fight and continues to suppress her mana while staying quiet.

The eye continues to look at us, a milky-white, blind eye of the Undead Aberrant Deer. There are no eyelids to blink, and the sickly green color lights up the room faintly.

I further settle my breathing, and even with the situation we are in, my heart continues to beat calmly. I avert my gaze and just look at the green glow that lights up one of the walls.

A few moments later, the light disappears. I look out the window and see the monster walking away. It moves quietly, not even touching the houses near it. This time, there are no vibrations as it walks.

A few more minutes pass, and then a massive wave of mana hits. The monster jumps high in the air and then starts running on it as if it’s ground, while small flashes of mana light the surroundings every time its hooves hit the air.

It finally disappears, and I let go of Tess. We continue to hide our mana until the morning, when the wind stops and the mist disappears.

“Well, that was something,” she says, her voice still tense. “Maybe we should just try to find monsters next time instead of luring them to us?”

Maybe we should just not leave the hideout at all?

“What level do you think it was?” Tess asks.

“One hundred fifty to three hundred. I think that’s the range for two-question-marks,” I say and explain a bit more when she asks me.

“Interesting. I think I agree with you, and I also have a few theories.”

“That makes me curious. Do tell,” I say as we walk back to our hideout, side by side. The tension is slowly disappearing now that there is a light.

“First, the wind here is either created by the field around the city or used to cancel out any flames that could burn the city. It’s probably also partially working during the day, but it’s much stronger at night for some reason.”

“Oh, that’s quite a good theory.” Did she get that from seeing my flames die out quickly in the wind?

“The second theory is that the mist somehow confuses the monsters and blocks their ability to sense mana, helping people hide during the night. Only really strong pulses of mana allow the monster to detect the source.”

“Are you maybe really smart, Tess?”

She laughs shortly as she jumps over the debris, softly landing on her feet. I can see her using some mana to do so. “It’s just basic observation.”

Not wanting to be left behind, I also add, “And I think that the version of the story that the natives told for this floor isn’t something we should fully trust. Not because they are lying to us, but because it’s all just rumors and legends they have.”

“Sounds reasonable. The quest objective is to put the Saint to rest, which made me think that the Saint will be undead, as it says to put to rest instead of killing. That’s quite weird,” she says.

“But it won’t be as simple. It says, ‘to final rest,’ so maybe he or she really became undead for a while after dying and then returned back to life. That could explain why the field around the city is still working.” While waiting for her answer, I float a small orb of mana in the palm of my hand, continuing to infuse it with mana.

“That makes me curious about what we’ll find in the middle of the city, with hopefully more water and flora. And also, what do you want to do with that Cipher guy?” She looks at me, a slight annoyance flashing through her eyes.

I see, she dislikes the guy as well.

“Let him deal with the natives. If he goes too far, I’ll do something about it. And we just need to keep him alive for water,” I say. To be honest, I really wanted to try to learn his water skill, but now?

I reach the point of resistance, and I can’t infuse more mana into the orb. So I use [Redistribution], and my mana pushes through that resistance. Wisps of purple and light blue mana start filling the dark blue orb, mixing and swirling inside.

“I’m still amazed at how much mana you can pack into that thing.” Tess’s voice is curious as she stops and observes the orb floating in my palm. “Is the orb the best shape for training?”

“Yup, it feels the easiest to use, and it’s the simplest to create.” I stop pushing mana inside the orb. Currently, it’s only half as strong as the one from last night. “But you know, it’s getting kind of scary, Tess.”

“Oh yeah? Did you realize it only now? How much of your mana did you even use on the one from before?”

“I don’t know, maybe ten percent?”

Her step falters, and she stops and gives me a long, examining look. “You are not joking,” she declares, reading my face.

“Why would I lie to you about that⁠—”

She lifts her hand, stopping me from talking. “Nathaniel, my mana stat isn’t even at one hundred. How much is your mana?”

After a quick check, I tell her, “Two hundred eighty-four and growing.”

Another long pause and then a sigh. “Let’s ignore the numbers for now, but the last time you created the orb, it felt like something I would need all my mana to create, yet you said it was only ten percent. The numbers don’t fit.”

“Oh, it’s simple. Efficiency. I have multiple skills and passives and even a trait that helps me with that.”

What do you think I risked my life so many times for? I would be super mad if something like this weren’t the case.

She opens her mouth, pauses, gives it a bit more thought, and then opens it again. “You do you, Nat. Just be careful, okay?”

That’s why I like Tess.

“Yup, do you need any help with your skills? Maybe I can give a bit of advice,” I offer, and I believe that. I know that I’m good when it comes to handling mana.

And I’m also curious about her skills, to be honest. Currently, I do not have time to learn from her as I have a lot to go through, but just satisfying my curiosity a bit is enough.

“Well, my main one is [Psychokinesis]. That’s something you probably won’t be able to help me much with. [Farsight] is growing nicely; I can see really far, and when I put in effort, I can see mana. And by that, I mean the mana around every person that their body leaks.”

“Oh, that’s quite cool. So it only works with sight, and there isn’t any other sense it affects?”

“Yes, only sight, as the name says. Is there anything you’re talking about?”

“Yup, you can evolve your skill…” I then explain my past experiences to her. It’s a bit of a surprise to her, but in the end, she agrees that it makes sense.

However, she still doesn’t agree with me on one thing. She wants to keep her [Farsight] to only include sight and take it to the extreme. It’s not a bad way to go about this, but neither is mine, where [Perception] includes multiple senses. But hey, we will see.

“Currently, I’m working on my [Lightning Armor].” As she speaks, lightning starts to crackle around her body, the same she used in our fight versus the werewolf. “It boosts my stats and also has defensive capability.”

I can see that she is quite happy with the skill, a small smile appearing on her lips as she manipulates the lightning around her body.

I’m not going to lie; it looks pretty as flickers of red-and-white lightning crack over her body, making her blond hair stand up slightly and putting some light on her face, brightening up her smile.

I think it suits her.

“Oh, and one more thing. This one is a bit more weird-sounding: [Declaration].”

The moment she says the name, I know it’s yet another powerful skill, similar to [Disintegration] or [Manipulation] and probably [Focus].

“So what does it do?”

“Currently? Nothing, but I’m trying to Declare this javelin to be mine. If I’m right, it will mean I can move it even if it’s way out of the range of my [Psychokinesis].” She shrugs her shoulders.

“Maybe you should think a bit bigger. How about you try to Declare that your wounds are healed? Or Declare that your weapon is much stronger than it is?” That makes her look at me, and I can see thoughts wildly going through her mind.

“Skills with such unclear names usually have a lot of options to be used,” I finish. It’s something I’ve given a lot of thought to, and I don’t think I’m wrong.

Level 30 for a skill? That sounds like a beginning. I’m sure as time passes, the level-ups will become much harder, and the skills will become much stronger. Even Lissandra’s world-ending [Singularity] had to start at Level 1, and the same goes for a man named Tristan’s skill named [Dawn], a skill with a quite silly and not dangerous-sounding name that wiped out the life from the surface of an entire planet.

It’s already been ten minutes since we came back to the hideout when I walk up to Lily, who sits near Isabella and Biscuit, the two girls happily talking together while the mighty divine beast endures.

When I get to them, Lily looks up with a smile. “Hello!” she says.

“Kitty man!” Isabella shouts, and I silence her with one long look.

“Never mention it again, and I’ll let you play with Biscuit one more time,” I say.

“Three times!”

“Two.”

“Deal!” She giggles and returns to hugging Biscuit, who looks at me.

Is this disappointment in your eyes? Please forgive me, Biscuit! I’m a weak, weak man.

But anyway, I say, “Lily, you and me, let’s go out.”

I need to raise her level a bit since it’s too low. Going out with just the two of us will attract less attention when we leave the hideout. Doesn’t that make sense?

So, Lily, why are you looking at me like that?


CHAPTER 30
LILY CHEN



I’m not going to lie. I think I am amazing, like really, really amazing. And I think that’s even underselling it a bit.

The reason?

The spear made of my mana that I just gave Lily. It’s dark blue with wisps of light blue mana inside of it. I didn’t push that much while creating it, so there is no chance it will untangle and hurt Lily.

Instead, the weapon is just slowly dissipating. If I’m right, it should be able to hold strong for fifteen minutes, and after that, it will become much weaker. Then, in five more minutes, it will disappear.

I used a lot of my mana to create it, yet it will only last that long. I could probably increase the duration by infusing more mana, but hey, I don’t want to kill off our healer. That would be dumb.

Yet I think I can say with confidence that for these fifteen minutes, it is at least as strong as the common weapons I saw here on the third floor and through the rewards for the side quest.

Oh, and I am also dumb. Like really dumb.

I realize it only after I give the massive spear to Lily, and she awkwardly grabs it in her hand, barely able to balance it properly. Her eyes turn to look back at me, and I can see that she is trying hard not to laugh.

Still, she makes fun of me by waving the stump of her left arm in front of me. The arm has regrown slightly under the elbow.

Dang it.

“Sorry,” I say, and my voice sounds weak even to me as I grab the spear out of her hand and make it shorter and thinner. Even though it’s made of mana, it has some weight to it.

“Don’t worry about it!” She giggles. “It’s kind of fun to see you so speechless. You should see your eyes when you come to realize it.” The petite brunette covers her mouth as she continues to smile.

When I hand her the new spear, she grabs it and tries to swing it around, nearly cutting me before I step back to observe from a safe distance.

It seems much better now. Yes, her handling of it is terrible, but it will improve with time.

She hands me the spear back after examining it for a bit. “It’s nice. I can feel how much skill it takes to create it!”

Oh, a compliment! Finally, someone appreciates my talents. Feel free to praise me a bit more. But why are you giving it back to me?

“Oh, you wanted me to fight with it,” she declares as she comes to the realization, and a big smile blossoms on her face. “Thank you, but I won’t need it! Let me show you how I fight!”

So how does a petite, innocent-looking girl fight? The girl who has healing powers and is nice enough to sacrifice her own arm for some maniac she just met?

You would think from a distance, right? Keeping herself safe so she can heal others. Maybe using a bow? Having skills to increase the abilities of others?

Nope. Lily fights up close and personal.

I watch as the last surviving Rottenfang vermin I left alive jumps at her, and she just stands there. The moment it reaches her, Lily punches it with her tiny fist. A flash of grayish mana appears on her fist and eats a good chunk out of the monster’s body where she punches it.

The vermin doesn’t feel the pain, so it attacks again, only for the girl to nimbly move away. Her stats aren’t that high, so there is a lot of predicting the monster’s trajectory on her part. She punches the monster again as it passes by. Again, a chunk of the monster’s body disappears.

When it attacks again, Lily doesn’t dodge, and the monster bites at her. I’m about to kill it before it does, but her eyes turn to me for a second, making me stop.

So I do not move. When the vermin bites into her arm, she nods at me, thankful for me not stepping in. Then the monster’s head explodes in a flash of gray mana, half of its head destroyed by her skill, and it falls down, unmoving.

Lily then kicks it one more time, making sure it’s dead before happily moving toward me. As she does so, I can see warm white wisps of mana around the wound on her hand that heal her quickly, her wound closing and soon disappearing without any trace.

She then stops in front of me, shy yet proud as she looks at me. “What do you think?”

What do I think about this innocent-looking brunette with a cute, small face and a tiny nose punching giant decaying rats, even letting them bite a chunk of her so she can kill them?

“Lily, you are so goddamn cool.”

As I said, and I’ll be repeating it up until my last breath: no one from the bus passengers of group 4 is normal. I’ll practice, and I’ll even create a construct that will activate when I die and will make me move one last time and say that no one from group 4 is normal.

Not a single person, not a single corgi.

“I much prefer healing. It feels better, and I’m more useful that way. But I know that I have to level up too. But, Nat, you should have seen Kim’s face the first time he saw me fight.”

She giggles deviously, her eyes glowing as she remembers it.

“He totally did not expect it, and neither did you! I saw you wanted to help me at first”—her expression changes as she moves bangs off her forehead—“but I’m glad you didn’t. Kim wasn’t able to and kept trying to help me. It felt like he was looking down at me.”

After a few more fights, we sit around, and she is healing her freshly wounded right arm; I watch as the wounds slowly disappear, and even her missing piece of a pinkie finger is restored.

Her eyes seem distant as she says, “I’m stronger now than I was on the first floor. So I won’t be a burden, and I’ll learn to control all my skills, not only healing.” A small wisp of gray mana, her skill [Disintegration], appears around her hand, only to slowly disappear as she clenches her fist and stands up. “I want you to let me try to fight an Alghoul this time,” she says seriously.

I’m sure it will hurt. Hell, it might even come close to killing her. From some points of view, it might seem like a bad decision, but from mine, it seems…reasonable.

People that are nice to me should be able to live their lives as they want, to change the way they want.

“Sure,” I say simply.

I’m sure she has thought about this a lot, judging from the look in her eyes. She already saw me fighting two Alghouls after her first fight against the rat, so she knows what to expect.

Ten minutes later, I watch her stand against one of the lower-leveled Alghouls. It continuously attacks her, much faster and stronger than her. Yet the girl has surprisingly high constitution, probably even boosted by some skill. Even as she is thrown around, she gets back on her feet, and white mana appears on her wounds, closing them with a speed that is possible to watch with eyes.

She does not scream, she does not ask for help, and she only glances toward me a few times, as if wanting to stop me from interfering.

But I just stand there and watch while she is getting hurt.

At first, it seems to surprise her, but later, only a look of determination appears on her face as she tries to hit the monster with her skills. She has already succeeded a few times, and gray mana has torn off a few pieces of the monster and cut off one of its arms in exchange for multiple wounds on her body.

The interesting thing is that when the monster activates its green flames to heal its wounds, they do nothing. Lily’s skill damage doesn’t allow the monster to heal.

The fight continues, and Lily gets thrown around a lot. The monster even tries to tear off her limbs a few times, always quickly followed by the girl’s gray mana appearing and stopping it from happening.

What surprises me the most is how fierce she is. She wasn’t like this back on the first floor. Or maybe she was, and I just didn’t see it? Did she change because of her skill misfiring and killing Kevin? Did something happen on the second floor?

I do not know.

Finally, after what feels like ten minutes, the monster dies, unable to deal more damage to her truly sturdy body and unable to overpower her healing. Lily’s [Disintegration] isn’t as strong right now, but it’s easy to see how powerful it might become in the future.

As I stand there, watching, she slowly comes to me, her wounds still healing, and white mana makes it look as if there is smoke leaking from her wounds. She is moving slowly, tired, but she is smiling happily as she stops in front of me, tired and wounded. Bloodied.

“Thank you for trusting me.”

She then passes out, and I grab her before she falls to the ground.

Silly girl.


CHAPTER 31
THE NEXT MILESTONE



Iam the most normal here. Yup, totally. Fight me if you disagree. Lily, my last hope, the only person who seemed somewhat normal, showed me the middle finger, wrecked my thoughts, and stepped on that last hope, kicking it away.

My last hope is dead, and I’m the only normal here.

Okay?

Okay.

Anyway, it’s kind of fun watching Tess struggle as we try to hunt down one of the sparrows, and the said sparrow continues to dodge all of her attacks, no matter how quick they are.

Could I try to replicate the traps and maybe create a few more to hunt the sparrow? Yup, I could try that, and that’s exactly what I do, but I give up after a few minutes. I leave without any result, and my head hurts just from looking at the intricate structures etched into the small metal disk.

I try to remember as much as I can, and I’ll continue to observe it a bit more as it might be useful for the future, but there is no way in hell I’ll be able to replicate it anytime soon.

So here we are, two hunters stalking our prey and getting our psyches hurt more and more with every failed attempt to hunt it.

So I do what a normal person would do. A javelin hovers over my shoulder, as long as me and filled with tricolored mana, threatening to explode any second if I lose control over it. It’s slim, it’s sharp, and it’s beautiful. And best of all, it’s dangerous.

Sparrow Obliterator 3000.

“Do you want to hunt it or evaporate it?” Tess says snarkily, but I can tell that it’s her annoyance after an unsuccessful hunt talking.

At this point, it’s way too late to hold back Tess! The sparrow looked deep into my eyes, examined them, and chuckled in my face. Bambi, sparrows, goddamn were-something monsters on each floor. They all exist just to piss me off. So, just for this once, I’ll vent a bit!

I breathe out and [Focus], and the javelin over my shoulder starts rotating, similar to the way a bullet would after leaving a gun barrel. I spin it faster and faster until it’s just a blurred mess of tricolored mana, and I hear ringing in my ears from how hard I’m trying.

Then my heart beats, and I wait.

Two heartbeats.

I wait.

Three heartbeats.

Need more.

Seven heartbeats.

A bit more.

Ten heartbeats.

Good!

I push against the javelin with all the force I can muster and even use a surge to give it even more before it leaves my range.

The javelin flies faster than ever before, a high-pitched noise sounding in the surroundings as it pierces the air, and in a split second, it reaches the sparrow, totally obliterates it in an explosion of feathers, and then continues to pierce houses in its way.

And it just goes and goes on. Seconds later, I can still hear it crashing through the houses until, a few moments later, we see and feel an explosion far in the distance.

We then rush toward the place where the sparrow was and find only tiny pieces of feathers that weren’t obliterated by the javelin. There is not a single piece of meat, not a single bone to bring back to the doggo. The javelin—the Sparrow Obliterator 3000—did exactly what it was made for.

Huge success!

Even the looks Tess is giving can’t diminish my happiness. She better not think I don’t notice that tiny, satisfied smirk on her face as she glances at what is left of our worst enemy.

We do a bit more while hunting. I am able to gain two more levels, and Tess levels up too. Unfortunately, we aren’t able to hunt any sparrows no matter how much we try. Not a single trap works. Sneaking doesn’t help at all, and they even notice the tiniest threads of mana that I try to create.

That’s when we decide to leave the sparrows to the natives and their traps while asking them to tell us more about the mice they mentioned before, another source of their food.

So here we are, in the sewage part of the city. Fortunately, it’s been long unused, and only monsters crawl around, so that’s something, right?

It’s nicely built to the point where it surprises me how much work the builders of this city did, even while hastily building the last livable city on the planet. The sewage tunnels are made out of gray-and-red bricks, and in the middle of them, there is a canal with walkways on both sides. On the roof, there is a weird moss growing that emits a soft greenish-yellowish light, illuminating the tunnels.

This time, Lily is joining us as I want her to level up a bit more, so Tess and I only fight when a stronger monster appears, leaving everything else to Lily while providing moral support.

I’m missing one level to reach Level 100, and one level to reach Level 30 in [Armament]. So I’m not getting that much from weaker monsters, but in a group of three, the stronger ones could appear while I also help Lily to level.

It’s a win-win for everyone other than the Rottenfang vermin that Lily continues to delete from the face of this world. I observe her skill, maybe in hopes that I will be able to learn it, but nope. Nothing. I can barely feel its effects. It’s as if the skill is disintegrating the mana I use to perceive its effects.

It’s a truly dangerous one. The brunette is learning to control it more and more, getting advice from me and Tess as well. She also continues to restore her arm, and she is already up to the wrist, forming a hand.

She giggles as she says she is really trying to make it stronger and thinks that she succeeded in making her own muscles firmer.

I don’t know how much it will show when there are people with plenty of strength stats and yet their muscles look the same as before, but it’s a really interesting test, and I’m curious about the result.

As we walk and Lily fights the monster, me and Tess have a little disagreement.

“Nope, I don’t think we will get a Subclass anytime soon. The earliest is when we enter the fourth floor,” I say.

“The system likes rounded numbers. It might unlock at Level 100. Both you and I got the side quest to get three skills to Level 30 and reach Level 100 for a skill upgrade. We both agree that this skill upgrade token will be able to upgrade an already upgraded skill.”

“That’s true.”

“So I think there are some requirements the system has for you to unlock a Subclass. I think one of them is having a twice-upgraded skill and Level 100,” Tess says.

“I agree with that. But as I said, the system is an asshole. It might give you better side quests after you finish this one, but the Subclass will be unlocked either on the fourth or fifth floor. That’s just how it rolls.”

Lightning crackles from her hand, and the Chameleon Bat sneaking up on us falls down, dead and burned, while she continues as if nothing happened. “I still think the new side quest will be to fulfill more requirements, and the reward will be a Subclass.”

Poor, naïve Tess, you don’t know the ways of the system! “Nope, some sort of upgrade token at best, or maybe rare gear? But I don’t think that will happen. There is already a reward of rare gear for the floor quest, so the system wouldn’t give it away in a side quest⁠—”

I’m interrupted by Lily coming back, her wounds once again healing, with white mist flowing out of them.

“Anything fun you guys are talking about?” She fixes her hair a bit while her gaze shifts between me and Tess.

“I’m explaining to Tess how assholish the system is, and she doesn’t believe me.”

“Nat thinks the system works the way he would design it.”

Huh? Did I just get dissed? But there might be some truth to it. I would totally do some things the system does right now and have fun observing people in the tutorial.

To that, Lily laughs. “You’re right! I can totally imagine Nat doing some things in a similar way the system does.”

Oi, you should be helping me.

“You know”—the petite girl moves closer to the blonde and whispers loud enough for me to hear while looking at me—“Nat is like a cat, and the system also sometimes feels like a cat.”

“What?” Tess blurts out, and the confusion on her face is quite funny to watch.

“Lily, what animal is Tess?” I decide to tease her a bit more, and Lily pauses, giving it serious thought.

“Tess is a chameleon,” Lily says without any hesitation, as if it’s a sure thing.

“Because of her eyes?”

As a reward for my innocent joke, a small flash of lightning fires at me, and I cancel it out with disruptive mana I shoot in its way, further annoying Tess.

A few minutes later, we find the first mouse. It’s as big as a smaller dog, with a short tail and a well-rounded body, and it moves slowly, wobbling on its short legs, its fur black.

An easy hunt, you would say?

Nope.

The moment we look at it or send mana toward it, the animal disappears into the shadow, and its presence is gone.

A bit later, we find another one, and the same thing repeats.

And then again.

Even when I try to quickly light up the surroundings with my flames, there is still a shadow under the mice. Not even [Disruption] reaches it quickly enough. I barely start forming the skill, and the mice are gone.

That’s when we decide to rely on side quests and the natives’ traps a bit more and move deeper inside the city, hoping to find another source of food.

But first, this.

[Level 99 > Level 100]

Congratulations! You have successfully completed your side quest - Side Quest: Reach Level 100. You have acquired - Reward: Body Upgrade Token.

Level 100 at last.


CHAPTER 32
CAUGHT



Barely holding back from looking through the options, I return to the hideout with the two girls. Lily leaves to continue restoring her hand, and Tess goes to deal with some people-y stuff. Like the freeloader I am, I move to the corner of the hideout/cave and finally scroll through my notifications.

I really want to check the body upgrade, and when I open it, the notification pops out:

Level 100 status reached. This signifies a further evolution in human potential.

A necessary body upgrade is pending, designed to withstand the rigors of heightened strength, dexterity, mana, and constitution.

The upgrade will prepare your body, heart, and brain for the execution of higher-leveled skills and support stronger passive abilities.

Note: Following the upgrade, your body’s requirements for sleep, food, and water will diminish due to the robust support of stats and mana.

Well done!

Oh my, my. Does it mean what I think it means? It does, doesn’t it?

More mana is on the menu!

Well, it never left the plate, not even talking about the menu, but that’s not what I mean.

I check the upgrade a few more times, as well as my body, and don’t notice any change as of now. The system says it’s a pending upgrade, so maybe it’s a slower process that will be applied over time, further evolving my body. What’s the difference between this and just upgrading stats?

From the looks of it, something needs to be done for the body to not crumble under all these stats. But isn’t constitution doing something similar?

It also talks about upgrading the brain, heart, and body, so it’s something that will show, or is it just something that needs to happen, otherwise higher-leveled skills would fry my brain, stop my heart, and crumble my body? That sounds like the main reason for the upgrade.

Another nice bonus is less water, sleep, and food. I already noticed it in other people, but even though, logically, our bodies should require more food and water than before, they are still somewhat fine. Is this mana keeping the body going, or can even stats have such effects? Something to think about.

Overall, it’s a nice, amazing reward fitting for reaching Level 100.

But now, back to the most interesting part! Skill upgrades!

Congratulations, you have acquired a skill upgrade token. The offered options are based on your performance up until now within the tutorial. Choose carefully!

As I thought, there are options for only two skills.

Focus (Dual Focus)

Enhanced Dual Focus: Sharpen your abilities and enhance the efficiency of your dual focus. This upgrade increases the effectiveness of your multitasking, allowing each action to be performed with even greater proficiency.

Triple Focus: Push the boundaries of your mental prowess to focus on three tasks simultaneously. This builds on your Dual Focus skill, adding another layer of complexity and power.

Dual Focus Consolidation: Learn to consolidate your dual focuses, channeling them into a single, more powerful force when needed. This can help amplify the power and precision of your tasks, especially when executing complex maneuvers.

Dual Focus Overclocking: Push your cognitive boundaries to temporarily amplify the output of your Dual Focus, increasing its efficiency and effectiveness to an extraordinary degree for a short period.

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation)

Expert Mana Manipulation: Extend your understanding of mana to refine your manipulation techniques. This upgrade allows for an even more precise control and intricate shaping of magical energies.

Mana Sculpting: Further improve your control over mana to form detailed and intricate constructs of magic. This extends your Advanced Mana Manipulation skills, allowing you to perform elaborate magical feats with a high level of precision.

Mana Imprinting: Learn to leave your unique imprint on mana you have manipulated. This can be used for tracking, marking territory, or creating unique temporal magical constructs recognizable only by you.

Mana Veiling: Perfect the art of concealing your mana, making your magical presence less detectable to others. This can be useful in evading mana sensors or hiding your magical abilities.

As expected, all the upgrades sound amazing.

For [Focus], I can improve on my current upgrade, making it much stronger. I can even go for triple [Focus], which, not gonna lie, sounds super useful. Overclocking is also something situational but super strong. It probably allows me to overclock the skill for a short moment, making it stronger than ever before.

On the other side, Consolidation sounds the weakest out of all of them. It only allows me to turn the dual focus into a single one. It’s not bad at all, but it just doesn’t strengthen the existing [Focus] and only allows them to combine.

It’s something I think I might need, and even if it is weaker than the other upgrades, in the future, when I get another opportunity to upgrade the skill, it might allow me to get on the right track.

As always, my bad decision comes back to kick me in the ass.

[Mana Manipulation] is also something I would want. Expert Manipulation? Gimme! Sculpting? That would boost my abilities with [Armament] even further, and I can’t even imagine how powerful the skill can be if I’m not even using it to its fullest potential right now.

Imprinting? Interesting, maybe something to do with [Mana Infusion] and allowing me to infuse it into items or maybe into the air, leaving behind something like a temporal construct? This one sounds good, like really good, but can’t I also learn it on my own? I think I can.

So thank you for the hint, system! I still hate you, but it’s nice to learn a thing or two from descriptions since you are so tight-lipped all the time.

Mana Veiling is nice, but it’s not something that I would exactly need. What am I, a rogue? I’d rather obliterate my enemies than hide.

Oh, I did jinx it, didn’t I? I’m sure I’ll pay for that sentence.

Dang it.

But yeah, back to the skill. I already know what I need to pick; it’s just that I’m too weak to do it. So let’s ignore it for a bit; it might solve itself if I ignore it for long enough.

Tess has already left to deal with some people, and I keep sitting in the furthest corner of the hideout, practicing and observing others without being bothered. I kind of like it being like this.

I let them deal with people, food stuff, water stuff, and making plans. If everything goes well, there is no need for me to step in.

Leech? Freeloader? Totally not!

In case any monster appears, they just need to point at it, and I’ll tear it apart! Problem with Cipher? The guy is careful around me; just a few words are enough. Natives being annoying? I’ll tell Biscuit to calm them down.

Actually, am I not the leader here? But that job is for extroverts. I’m the shadow eminence, whispering the words from behind the throne. It’s kind of give and take. I take a lot, but I also allow them to come to me and ask for reasonable things in exchange. Almost like the Divine Beasts natives talked about.

In the end, Biscuit and I are not that different; it’s just that he is much more terrifying. He still can’t fully ignore my [Disruption], but he is getting close, so I use it sparingly. The doggo, as if knowing all of this, continues to tease me by walking on his big human mana arms, like a spider, with his short legs hanging in the air.

He knows that I hate it, so he challenges me to use my skill against him so he can learn how to counter it. Probably to be able to get more food or something.

Once again, I’m reminded that the world belongs to animal archmages.

“Hello,” Lily’s soft voice sounds, and she sits beside me. Noticing my glance at her hand, she lifts it up. Her palm is nearly restored, with only the fingers missing.

“I still don’t get how you could continue to move around and fight with an arm missing. It’s so much harder to control mana like this,” she continues, looking down at her arm. The same as mine, it’s also strikingly pale and without any hair or blemishes.

“It’s good practice,” I answer her, and I mean it. It did help me improve a lot.

She moves a bit closer; this time, she looks at my hand and puts hers next to it. Both of them are the same paleness. Both of them were restored by the girl. Lily smiles as if something made her happy.

“You and your practicing, don’t you get tired of it?”

Hmm, do I get tired of it? I don’t think so. I might complain, but… “It’s fun,” I say.

She nods, and then her hand moves through her long, black hair; she seemingly tries to tie it with a single hand. Why won’t she just cut it? Long hair must be so annoying here. I continue to watch her for a bit and then sigh, taking another look at her missing fingers.

“Come here.” I gesture to her, and for a moment, she looks startled. “Come on, with your back to me.”

I hurry her up, and she finally moves to sit with her back to me. She looks so small, so weak, yet I saw the determination in her eyes as she fought.

I take a second to remember and then start tying her hair into a three-strand braid. I think that’s what Victoria used to call it. First, I carefully split the hair into three sections and then start crossing them over and into the middle, and continue from there.

I do it slowly, delicately, careful not to pull her hair, and make sure to make it neat.

“Lily, you know, I’m not stupid. You could ask other girls to do it, but then you started acting off in front of me.” I know she knew I would do that. Somehow, I’m getting easier to read for some people. What am I doing wrong?

“Hehe, was I caught?” She giggles, some happiness clear in her voice.

It annoys me slightly, so I stop for a moment and gently slap the back of her head. “Stupid girl.”

“I’m not stupid!”

“Only a stupid girl would sacrifice her⁠—”

“Sacrifice her arm for some maniac stranger,” she jumps in. “You keep saying that all the time!”

“Because it’s true.” I know I’m right! And I’ll continue to repeat it until the end!

Well, it’s not like I’m not stupid either. I have already decided to go and hunt the Undead Aberrant Deer, the two-question-mark monster we encountered last night. That might be a bit worse, just a little bit, right?


CHAPTER 33
UNREAD ABERRANT DEER



Yup, in the end, I decide on Dual Focus Consolidation: learning to consolidate my dual focuses, channeling them into a single, more powerful force when needed. It may be the smallest upgrade out of all the options, but I need some good basics for the future. I’m sure that, in this way, [Focus] can become much stronger. I already have a few ideas on how to use it in the future.

So yes, the pain of upgrading is easy to endure. Totally easy.

I also level up once, and my mana stat is now just 3 points away from a beautiful 300.

Well, first things first. It’s already almost night, and this time, I’m going out there on my own.

Is it stupid? Probably. Is it risky? Totally. Will the rewards be worth it? Maybe.

I just can’t get the two-question-mark monster out of my head. I keep imagining the fight with it. My moves, the monster’s moves. The ways to hurt it, ways to kill it, ways to run away. I don’t think I’m without a chance.

I believe I can do that. I actually think that. Even though the monster is at least fifty levels higher, I know I can prepare; I know I have plenty of advantages.

It’s hard for it to find me as the mist is making it harder for monsters affected by Decay to find humans. And I have a strong attack, which might be the biggest reason. I just want to go all-out and test it. Shooting it against Alghouls, buildings, Gargoyles, or rats isn’t that satisfying. The deer is a beautifully massive target.

So I have already prepared plenty of excuses for why it’s a “good” idea.

Also, it’s too late to turn back, right? I’m already sitting in the room, a small amount of mana running through my body. I send a pulse of mana through one of the threads of mana that is as thick as a hair, and it makes one of my orbs, filled with tricolored mana, explode.

Far away from me, the orb expands, and then the massive bubble bursts. An immense sucking force makes debris rush and spin at the place where the center of the orb was.

Another pulse of mana filled with [Disruption] makes the thread that connects me to the orb dissipate without leaving any trace of my mana. Then I wait, forcing my heartbeat to slow down, collecting mana as carefully as possible so as not to let it leak outside my body.

And I watch. I do not use [Perception] and only stare with my eyes that can barely see anything through the mist, looking for that green light the aberrant deer had. And thankfully, I do not have to wait for too long.

The world around me vibrates. Waves of mana hit even my body as the giant deer comes from the air and lands at the place where the orb exploded.

This time, even its antlers are glowing, and three car-sized projectiles hovering over its back start to emit a similar light. I can’t see it properly, but they seem to be spinning.

A horrifying sound hits the surrounding buildings, and I feel the pressure on my body as the monster rages, destroying the houses near it.

I can do it.

I CAN do it!

I stand up. Three more pulses are sent through three more threads, quickly followed by disruptive mana.

My heart beats.

Another house explodes into a bubble of tricolored mana, making the monster turn its attention to it. One of the massive projectiles over its back flies toward the bubble and pierces it, and the ensuing explosions send a massive wave of mana into the surroundings.

Another heartbeat, and I open my mouth. An orb the size of a golf ball flies out, filled to the brim with light blue, dark blue, and purple mana. The orb threatens to explode and delete my head and entire body from existence.

The deer starts turning its head toward me and the humming orb of immensely squeezed mana. Then another bubble bursts into existence, triggered by the second of three threads that I used.

The projectile flying over its head hits it, leaving only one more. The explosion grabs more of the monster’s attention, and I activate [Focus]. I push it to the brink, consolidate, and then elongate the orb into the shape of a javelin while more of my skills come into existence, pushed to their current limit with my new upgrade of [Focus].

[Redistribution] moves a massive chunk of my mana, finally making me feel a sizable dent in my mana reserves.

[Mana Surge] boosts the skills even further, making the mana move at dizzying speeds, aided by [Mana Manipulation].

And then, all this mana moves through [Mana Infusion] into the javelin, and I can feel it becoming denser with each passing moment. The tricolored mana swirls wildly inside the weapon made thanks to [Armament].

Another heartbeat and more kinetic energy flows inside my body. The Undead Aberrant Deer once again turns to me when the last orb bursts into a massive bubble meant to take its attention away from me.

It doesn’t work.

Through the mist, I can see its glowing blind eye staring right at me and the last remaining projectile over its back spinning even faster and glowing intensely.

Both of our projectiles shoot at the same moment.

My javelin is longer than me and as thick as my arm, boosted by all the kinetic energy my Kinetic Mana Heart generated. The deer’s sickly green projectile is as big as a car and as long as a bus.

The projectiles crash against each other in an immensely short moment. Not even enough time to blink or twitch a muscle. Yet, under the influence of consolidated dual [Focus], it feels as if the black-white world came to a halt, and only mana that has any colors exist.

Two attacks meet, and two projectiles. One of them is so much smaller than the second. The explosion of green mana lights up the surroundings, making the houses around shatter and the entire street block get destroyed in what feels like even less than a split second. The shockwave even throws my body against the wall of the house I’m in, ignoring the massive tricolored shield floating in front of me and tossing me through the wall; I roll outside.

But then there is nothing. Silence. Not even the wind roars, as it’s canceled by the massive shockwave that clears a huge area of the mist, offering a clear view of the aberrant deer.

It stares right at the javelin stabbed at its feet, the green mana floating around it and covering it in layers and layers of barriers. Then there is a shift. The tricolored wisps of mana stop moving, and the javelin turns bright white.

I close my eyes and only continue to perceive as I build barrier upon barrier around me, all made of tricolored mana and dense to the brim.

Then the javelin explodes, and a short but immensely strong blast of heat and a shockwave hits the surroundings, expanding from the epicenter and pushing everything away while burning the wood, heating iron parts of houses to the point they glow yellow, and destroying the massive area of buildings. It even pushes and throws me away with my barriers glowing around me.

The ring of shockwave and heat destroys half of my barriers and expands even further behind me, setting the houses on fire at the same moment as destroying them.

Out of nowhere, a short moment of silence ensues. My [Perception] turns to the deer, the monster now only burning bones and a little bit of meat and fur yet alive and with its mana still strong.

And then, all the air and debris come flying back toward where the javelin used to be, filling the vacuum left after the explosion. All are affected by the immense force and pulled back, the force tearing houses, ground, and everything to fill the vacuum.

The Undead Aberrant Deer gets pulled in first, all its limbs twisting and breaking, even as its mana fights against it. The monster’s body gets squeezed and twisted into a shape and size reminiscent of a beach ball while what remains of my creation sucks in even more of the surrounding area.

Finally, as quickly as it came, the force pulling me in disappears. Explosion and then implosion, it all takes barely more than a second.

The mist rushes back in, and the wind starts to blow again, and I decide to leave the area quickly, very quickly.

Ten minutes later, I sit inside another hideout, barely bigger than a single room. My hands are still shaking, and my heart is beating wildly as I continue to calm it down to the point where I can properly [Focus] and then open the notifications.

[Focus - Level 31 > Focus - Level 32]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 31 > Mana Manipulation - Level 32]

[Armament - Level 30 > Armament - Level 31]

[Mana Surge - Level 19 > Mana Surge - Level 20]

[Mana Infusion - Level 13 > Mana Infusion - Level 14]

[Mana Infusion - Level 14 > Mana Infusion - Level 15]

[Mana Infusion - Level 15 > Mana Infusion - Level 16]

[Redistribution - Level 24 > Redistribution - Level 25]

[You have defeated the Undead Aberrant Deer - Level 156]

[Level 101 > Level 104]

C+*g#atul@t1ons, y>u h$ve m3t two o$ t%e r@qu!rem&nts to e@+er %e^*@d D#ff!culty


CHAPTER 34
USING UPGRADE TOKEN



Isee. Hmm, interesting. Now it all makes sense. Now I understand everything.

“…”

AS IF!

What the heck, system? If you want to give me notifications, at least do not censor it just to not give me a notification. Dang it.

But it’s fine. Not even the system being an asshole will ruin my mood! I did pretty well, didn’t I? I did amazing. I was amazing. Someone praise me; I want to show off.

No one?

It’s fine, then. I’ll be happy by myself. As for Bambi, screw you! Not this time! I won’t let another monster keep bullying me the same way Cinderbear—screw that guy—did.

Get totally destroyed. Easy, not even close.

“…”

Okay, I really need to calm down. Slow breath in, hold it, breathe out. Much better.

As I observe my body, I notice that my mana is still not fully back, and this is surely the first time something like this happened, like, ever. For the first time, I actually spent what feels like a good chunk of my mana. Maybe fifty, forty percent? It’s hard to guess. More testing is needed.

I’m also really proud of myself. This time, I didn’t wreck my body to do something. I’m learning slowly but surely. My control over mana is better now, and I can also strengthen my body much more than ever before, allowing me to handle larger quantities of it. And that’s good, really good.

As for the attack, to be honest, I did not expect the effect it had. Did the heat and shockwave come from the mana expanding after I stopped holding it in the shape of a javelin?

The explosion was seriously strong, the shockwave was something I did expect, and the heat was a bonus. But the clear winner of the day is the following implosion. Even standing as far as I was, I was able to feel the sucking force as the air came back to fill the vacuum left as the mana expanded, even sucking in the Level 156 named monster.

Poor Bambi did not have a nice end, not at all. Yet I’m sure the curse of Bambi will return to bother me on the next floor. In the same way, I’m sure that my left arm will get broken and explode a few more times. It’s something I just need to get used to.

While investing my stat points into mana, I once again go through the fight, thinking about the places where I could improve or change my reactions or even create a better plan. I know that I was able to take it down only thanks to taking advantage of my surroundings and distracting the monster.

The goal is to take on the next one in a fair fight. Well, it’s not like I’m ashamed of what I did today, totally not. If I could, I would, without hesitation, cheese the deer. I just want to become strong enough to not have to do that.

As I enter the hideout, I spot Lily talking to Cipher and Goldie. Cipher even smiles at her a bit, while Goldie just stares at the petite brunette. Then Lily notices me, and a big smile flowers on her face. She immediately ignores the duo and comes running to me.

I notice a short flash of annoyance on Cipher’s face before it disappears as if it never existed. The man then waves at me and points at a few filled bottles near Tess. I nod at him. Surprisingly, Goldie seems to be even more annoyed than him, and she is not hiding it that well. But Cipher just grabs her arm and pulls her away.

Should I beat them up?

“Look, look!” But Lily is already here, waving at me with her fully restored left arm. The color is still pale, the same as mine, but she doesn’t seem to be angry about it and even confirms it. “In the middle of the restoring, I learned how to give it some color, but I decided to keep it pale.” Her eyes keep glancing between her arm and my arm, and when I try to catch her gaze, she averts it.

She is really amazing, isn’t she? I remember how I had to nearly force her on the first floor to scratch her arm to practice healing it, and now there she is, regrowing arms.

“I also thought about my skills.” She makes sure I’m paying attention before continuing. “I think I might be able to make myself taller, change the size of my nose, how tanned I am, and such stuff.”

Oh? What the heck? Doesn’t that sound super cool?

She probably sees something on my face because she proudly lifts up her nose and smiles brightly. “I think I might be amazing, like really amazing! You know, while I was restoring my left arm, I learned how to influence a few things. I’m sure I made my bones a tiny bit stronger and my skin tougher. But then I did this…” Lily then shows me one of her fingers that is noticeably longer than the others. “I made this finger longer to test if I could, and it did work! Now I’m learning how to make it shorter without having to cut it off and regrow it again.”

The petite brunette then pauses, and the silence hangs between us as she looks at me as if expecting something, her eyes big and scarily direct. Knowing what to do after spending days with Isabella, I can guess what she wants to hear.

“Lily, that’s super cool. Are you maybe a genius?” To that, she giggles.

Even though I don’t say it as enthusiastically as some people would, she seems to be happy, and I don’t mind it that much.

While walking toward my usual place and leaving Lily to play with Isabella and poor Biscuit, once again snatched by the girl, I continue to inspect people around me. I’m especially checking for suspicious mana close to their brains, Sophie’s mana.

I don’t find any yet. Sophie feels my probing, and I’m sure she is realizing what I’m doing and why I’m doing it. Yet she doesn’t say anything. There isn’t even an angry look on her face as she stares at me.

Then I again and especially carefully check Lily, Tess, Biscuit, and Kim. Only Tess notices my probing, and I feel her mana moving away after she realizes it’s me, letting me probe her without any resistance.

There is nothing.

“Nothing?” Tess asks as I sit down.

“Nothing,” I confirm.

“Did you kill it?” she asks.

Huh? How did you know?

“I’m not dumb, Nat,” Tess continues without me having to answer.

“It’s dead.” I decide not to hide it and tell her about the hunt, to which she nods.

“I also reached Level 75 and got an upgrade token.” Her eyes meet mine. “Are you going to use it the way I think you will?”

Why are you so smart? Why do you know me so well? I’m trying to be mysterious here.

“I think you don’t have to hesitate. I already used mine.” A small smile flashes across her face. “I still didn’t meet all the requirements, though. I’m missing three, and I don’t think you met them all, either.”

Then she stands up and leaves, going for another hunt. I’m left alone in the corner of the hideout, carefully sipping the water from one of the bottles, enjoying every drop, and then eating a small piece of sparrow that the natives hunted with their trap.

I check the tokens I have.

[Upgrade token: 1]

[Difficulty change token: 1]

I wanted to wait a bit longer to not be enticed the entire time, but now I think I can resist, or maybe it just won’t work as I don’t meet the requirements.

I move my eyes over my stats. I’m sure I can upgrade my trait Mana Circuit. It will probably help a lot, but it’s not what I want. I can also probably upgrade my class and my skills. Maybe even my constructs and passive skills can be upgraded.

Any of these options will give me a massive boost to my strength, but there is something even more alluring. My eyes move again and pause at one word: “Mana.”

Yes, I think it is possible to upgrade my attribute, and just the thought of it sends shivers down my back. The boost will be immense, I can tell for sure. Yet I still hesitate. I’m not totally sure if I will be able to upgrade my attribute, and I can’t even try it as the system rarely offers a confirmation window. So if I decide to do it, the upgrade token will be gone.

But there is something else I saved it for. I wanted to use it ever since the first floor, but then stuff happened. The petite brunette was too nice to me for her own good. I owe the brunette a lot and can’t leave her alone before paying it all back or at least making sure she will be as safe as possible.

So I kept saving the token, careful to not get lured by it and use it in a moment of weakness. Still, I decide to trust Tess. “Use the upgrade token on the difficulty change token,” I whisper softly, and the upgrade token disappears from my status.

New notifications appear.

Congratulations, you have fulfilled three out of four conditions required to use the %e^*nd D#ff!culty entrance token!


CHAPTER 35
THE WALL



Congratulations, you have fulfilled three out of four conditions required to use the %e^*@d D#ff!culty entrance token!

That’s it, just one single sentence.

It almost makes me want to scream. All this time, I thought I would just get an upgrade change token that would take me to a higher difficulty, always luring me to use it. Yet I was bamboozled.

Goddamn it.

The only change is that both of my tokens are gone, replaced by this:

[%e^*@d D#ff!culty entrance token - 3/4 conditions met]

So what are the conditions? Use of the upgrade token is one of them. The second and third could be either me reaching 300 points in the mana stat, me killing a monster fifty levels higher, or me creating an especially strong attack. Heck, even seeing Lisandra’s [Singularity] could be one of them.

I do not know; it could also be all the things combined to fulfill one of the requirements. Maybe there’s something else I didn’t think of. But it doesn’t matter that much as there is still one condition, and the system didn’t give a hint. There is nothing at all.

At this point, I’m not surprised at all.

As usual, I show the middle finger to the status window before closing it and lean backward to stare at the ceiling of our hideout.

What is higher difficulty like, and why did I decide to go this way instead of just upgrading my attribute? It’s quite simple—higher difficulty means higher danger and higher rewards. In the long run, it should make me much stronger than just upgrading my mana attribute or skill.

But it’s still quite funny, knowing that higher difficulty than Hell exists. Normal people would use the difficulty change token to go to lower difficulty, yet out of all the surviving members of group 4, no one did that. Quite the opposite: Tess and I used our precious token to get to a more dangerous place. How can I call Lily stupid after all of this? That would be way too hypocritical.

I pause my thinking, and instead, I decide to check the quests. Finally, there’s a new side quest joining the existing one.

The old one:

Side quest:

Kill 800 enemies

Rewards:

Common gear of your choice

Food and water rations

And the new one:

Side quest:

Get all of your skills over Level 20

Rewards:

A passive skill

It’s similar to the first one that rewarded me with a passive skill. It’s just that this one, instead of requiring three skills to reach Level 20, requires all of my skills to reach it. From learning about the levels of skills of other people, it sounds like something difficult to do. What if you have a skill you are not that good at and it is stuck at a really low level? In that case, this quest would be super difficult.

But not for me.

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Level 32

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 32

Perception - Level 26

Oscillation - Level 23

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 25

Armament - Level 31

Mana Surge - Level 20

Disruption - Level 19

Mana Infusion - Level 16

I need one level in [Disruption] and four levels in [Mana Infusion], and I’m ready to go.

The morning comes, and with it the day we decided to move. That means a lot of screaming and crying. Cipher is there with the Frost and Goldie, taking away the trap used to hunt the sparrows. Natives are staying behind as they would slow us down, yet it would be stupid not to take a trap with us. Plus, the bigger group means more danger.

They are fake in the same way Lissandra and Ruby were. A copy of people from a world dying under the Decay.

Isabella sobs while Sophie holds her, and a few more people awkwardly look around, guilt on their faces. Kim and Aaron are already outside, too young to deal with it. I can understand that, yet I decide to stay and watch. I won’t be hiding behind Cipher doing it just so I can pretend I didn’t have anything to do with it.

Tess is also outside, but not because of guilt. The young woman is already scouting ahead, and I’m sure if she were here, she would do the same as I do, unlike Lily, who looks at all of this with sad eyes.

Finally, Cipher grabs the trap from them while they even knock off a few natives that continue to look toward Biscuit, begging. The doggo is uncharacteristically quiet.

“Nat,” Lily says, and as I turn to her, I notice her firm gaze.

“Yes?” I ask simply.

“I want them to keep the trap,” she says, her eyes serious. There isn’t even a speck of hesitation.

“We need it,” I say.

“Yes.”

“They are all fake.”

“Yes.”

“We will suffer because of it.”

“Yes.”

“Did you think it over?”

“Yes,” she answers simply.

Our eyes meet, and for a few seconds, I just look at her. There is no wavering, just clear and firm decisiveness. “Okay.”

“Uh?” For the first time, she is surprised and blinks, confused.

“Cipher, natives are keeping the trap,” I say to the man who turns to me.

Mana flashes in his eyes, and he examines my body and my stance and looks at my face. He then nods, and when his companions start complaining, he just shushes them and throws the trap toward the natives, who catch it. The man then gives them a last disgusted look before leaving outside.

“Nat, why…” Lily asks quietly while walking by my side.

“I owe you,” I answer simply.

Why is it so hard to understand? When I decide that I owe something to someone, I do not say it easily. Risking my life? Enduring hunger? I should be able to do at least that much. It’s pathetic to owe to someone only when it’s comfortable to do so.

A mana arrow hovering over my shoulder shoots ahead, tearing through the monster and hitting the ground. Three more projectiles appear, and I continue to infuse them with mana, using the skill as much as I can in an attempt to level it.

I also create a sword and infuse it with mana. The sword is dark blue with wisps of light blue mana going through it, and the blade gets covered in [Disruption] as I try to do anything to level up the skill. I have already kept practicing with Tess and Lily, disrupting their mana and trying to improve the skill, yet it’s still refusing to pass through the bottleneck of Level 20.

So I change the tactic; mana arrows disappear together with my sword, and a thin barrier of mana appears right on my skin, barely noticeable and almost invisible. Then I start infusing the barrier with [Disruption], copying what a few monsters did.

It doesn’t work that well, and the barrier disappears, so instead, I just try to infuse my skin with disruptive mana, focusing on trying to make it flow through it and radiate it to the close area around the skin.

When another Alghoul appears, I just strengthen my body with Symbiotic Transference and get into the melee, each hit of my fist weakening the monster’s flames without letting them hurt me.

When the flames strengthen, so does the disruptive mana leaking from my skin, and I continue to [Focus].

The monster’s hand leaves a bruise on my side, but I ignore it and grab its neck. More bruises and more blocked attacks, and my mana continues to fight against the green flames, stopping the monster from regenerating and not allowing it to corrode my mana, unable to wound my strengthened body.

When the monster finally dies, the skill’s level is still 19, and I send the monster’s corpse crashing through the side of the house.

This might take a while.

Then I feel a pulse of mana from Tess. Ahead of us, two monsters, strong, fight. I translate it as such and jump back on the roof, which is noticeably better than the ones before. Even the houses are bigger, and taller buildings start appearing.

I join Tess, and together we fight the monsters, me in melee, practicing my skills, and with each hit I deal, I try to infuse the monsters with my mana. When I get to hold the monster for long enough and use [Focus] and surge, I move a massive amount of mana, pushing against the monster’s resistance, and my mana literally tears the monster apart from the inside.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work on every monster, but even something like this is interesting enough. Right now, it’s too slow and simple, but with oscillating mana, it would be quicker and much more mana effective. But still, it might be more useful in the future.

After getting to the last monster, I reach toward it with [Redistribution]. The blazing rat stops its movement, unable to move at all. I reach out and start absorbing the heat of its flames and, from the surrounding area, notice that it is getting colder as all the heat gets sucked to me.

Then Tess finishes the monster with her lightning javelin, which immediately comes flying back to her, and I release all the heat in front of me in a strong blast of dark yellow flames.

I reposition a bit, moving closer to the blonde while looking in the distance at a massive wall that towers over the city. Tess says we are still miles away from it, yet even now, it seems massive.

The wall is beautifully white, almost without any blemish, and Tess says she can even see some mana around it or going through it.

In this city that is so full of empty houses, monsters lurking around, and a permanently gray and cloudy sky, the massive and beautiful white wall seems amiss.


CHAPTER 36
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Sophie tries to catch the sparrows with her [Manipulation], but unfortunately, she is unsuccessful. The moment her mana reaches toward them, they fly away.

On the other side, I am able to kill multiple of them, yet every time, not much is left of their bodies. My attacks need to be too fast in order to kill them, obliterating them in the process, barely leaving anything behind.

When I try weaker attacks, they just bend around the birds or miss them. The sparrows are even able to sense the mana threads I create in an attempt to trap them.

It’s annoying, it really is, and more so now that we are without food.

Aaron and Lily are sometimes too weak to even walk and need to be carried, although all of this is alleviated by the water that Cipher creates. But he doesn’t complain, not to me. He doesn’t tell me how dumb of a decision it was to give up the trap. He is too smart for that.

His companions, on the other hand, give me angry glances when they think I don’t see it.

In comparison to others, I don’t seem to be so bothered by the lack of food, water, and even sleep. The body upgrade is showing more and more as time passes. I don’t know if it’s just a simple effect of the body upgrade or if the upgrade allows my body to use some of my mana to keep going. Both options are equally probable.

“More?” I hear from beside me and turn my attention back to Kim, who stands next to me, catching his breath after a fight we just went through.

There are massive circles under his eyes, and his body bears the marks of lack of food, and his lips are dry. Yet the fifteen-year-old boy continues to push, showing surprising mastery over his skills.

“Take a break,” I answer.

“I can still cont⁠—”

My mana flares up for a moment, and he stops, immediately closing his mouth and sitting on the edge of the roof next to me. Both of us look toward the giant white walls far in the distance.

I stare at the palms of my hands; the left one is still itching annoyingly, but I ignore it and once again attempt to replicate Cipher’s skill and create some water. Yet, as before, the structure of the skill just refuses to come into existence and always crumbles the moment I try to push some mana through it.

It doesn’t work no matter how careful I am, no matter how much mana I use, and no matter how carefully I watch Cipher do it. But I do not give up and continue to try.

“Do you think there will be some food and water behind the walls?” At Kim’s question, I take my eyes off my hands and also look at the wall.

“Most likely,” I answer.

Knowing the system, there will be more danger and better rewards, and the closer we will be to the end of the third floor and finding out what’s happening here.

In the Community, the system continues to censor everything about the place behind the wall. Group Whitewing and also Savant seem to be already be there, yet we haven’t learned anything.

Another annoying thing is that we haven’t met Hadwin yet and didn’t see any of the areas covered by poisonous clouds that he talked about. After a bit of talking, he, Maya, and Dennis decided to stop waiting near it and move closer to where the white walls should be. Well, not much we can do about it, right?

“Go ahead and ask what you wanted to ask,” I say to Kim, who, ever since we started hunting together, continues to glance at me, clearly having something he wants to ask but not brave enough to actually do it.

“Oh,” he mutters, surprised. His reaction only reminds me how young he is, the youngest out of our group after Isabella.

I keep forgetting that.

“I’m sorry…you know…with Lily and all of this.” The skill I’m trying to replicate once again fails, and I start trying again, nodding to him to continue.

“I…would never…” he starts again.

“I understand.” I stop him, and this time, I give him my full attention. “You did a good job protecting her, and I owe you because of that. So if there is something you would like in exchange, feel free to ask.”

There is no need to be so roundabout about all of this. I already told you I owe you.

“I really mean it when I say you did a good job. It must have been hard for you.” I continue with the compliment, and I see his eyes light up. It’s as if he is craving recognition, as if he wants to hear it from someone.

As for why it makes him happy hearing it from me and why he looks up to me, I don’t know. I really don’t. I might be somewhat strong and decisive, but I’m totally not someone a young boy should look up to.

Still, it’s not a problem to compliment him once in a while. It doesn’t cost me anything, and it seems to make him happy, so what’s wrong with that?

“Please train me again. Help me to improve.” This time, his eyes do not waver, and he looks straight at me. I notice his slightly shaking hands and twitching lips. He is so nervous, it almost makes me want to bully him a bit.

Well, at least he finally got out what he wanted to say.

“Kill that rat from here and with this.” I give him a stone as small as my fingernail and point at the rat far in the distance, way out of Kim’s usual range.

Unlike Tess, he seems to focus on mid- to close-range way too much, and his long-range attacks are terrible, so that’s something we will start with.

He opens his mouth as if about to complain, but then he stops, and I feel his mana gather up.

Good.

We return when both my [Disruption] and [Mana Infusion] are at Level 19. I once again try to hunt sparrows and even only boost some stones with kinetic energy or created projectiles as small as needles, yet everything fails. I am also unsuccessful in trying to replicate Cipher’s skill.

I will also need to do something about [Disruption] and [Oscillation]. The two skills feel too similar to each other. I have some ideas, but I’ll need a bit more time.

Then there is a problem with Lily. The girl nearly ignores drinking the water before others have it, feeling some regret that we are now a few days without food because of her.

Seeing her just sitting there, looking hungry and weak, annoys me even more. Yet I keep my calm, and as always, I just use [Focus] to push all the emotions to the back of my mind.

Little Isabella probably notices that because she comes to me and looks up, her face angry and her brow furrowed.

“You can’t keep doing that. It’s not good.” She pouts, and I pinch her cheek and caress the top of her head.

“Go and play with Biscuit, okay?” She is too young to worry about useless stuff. I can handle myself.

Isabella listens, but one last time, she gives me an angry look, which makes her look more like an angry kitten than threatening.

So that’s how I’ll end up, with even little kids worrying about me. I would laugh if I could.

I return from another hunt, tired and even more annoyed. The only success was leveling [Perception]. There are still about two more hours of light, yet I decide to return to the hideout, finding everyone already back inside.

As I enter, I see Cipher talking to Lily, who just sits and nods to what he says. Both of them smile slightly. Behind Cipher, there is Goldie, staring at the girl.

Sophie is sleeping in the corner with Isabella on her chest. Tess is talking with Kim and Aaron.

So should I bully Biscuit a little bit…

Wait. What is that?

My eyes move back to Lily, Cipher, and Goldie, and I notice a weird shine in Goldie’s eyes that I haven’t seen up until now. It doesn’t contain any mana, and it only looks like fractured light. Yet it does something, and it is clearly aimed at Lily.
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It comes out of nowhere. A sound that reminds me of a heartbeat yet impossibly strong, and right after, I notice my movements slow to a crawl. Panicked, I try to move my arm, but it’s hard to do, and it moves terribly slowly.

Then I feel mana, his mana.

It explodes into the surroundings and fills the entire hideout, making the walls vibrate. Everyone is immediately up, feeling the threatening pressure.

My eyes slowly turn to Nathaniel, and there he stands. Thin, messy, yet so strong. His gray and brown eyes seem to glow in the dimly lit hideout, and he stares at the group of three people in the corner of the room.

“What are you doing?” His words are quiet, yet in the silence, everyone hears them, and they send shivers down my back. They are so cold.

He takes a step toward them, another heartbeat sounding like a gong vibrating the room, and the air becomes colder as I start seeing my breath become visible in the chill.

“Nathaniel, I can explain,” Cipher says, seemingly calm even as Nathaniel takes another step toward him. “Please think calmly. You need me. Lily needs me,” Cipher says, and that makes Nathaniel stop in his walk.

There is a short moment that feels like an eternity as both men stare at each other. Then his mana weakens, and the air gets back some of its warmth.

“But I don’t need her.” Nathaniel turns to the woman next to Cipher, and as his mana rises up, there is a sharp flash from Goldie’s eyes, and something hits him.

“Goldie, no!” Cipher screams desperately, yet it’s too late.

“Huh, I wanted to block all his skills but only managed to block one. It’s called Focus?” Goldie blubbers out as she probably reads the notification. She sounds confused and scared, probably not even realizing what she did as her eyes continue to tick around.

“Oh…fuck,” I hear next to me. Shocked, I realize that it was Tess who spoke, making it the first time I’ve heard her swear.

Then slowly, a laugh sounds in the room, a laugh that I do not recognize. It’s a soft, gentle laugh. It’s not cruel; it’s not mocking. It just sounds like something incredibly funny happened, and they can’t help but laugh at it.

Only then do I realize that the one laughing is Nathaniel.
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Nathaniel, laughing, looks so different from his usual self. His face seems softer, friendlier. He even appears handsome now.

This time, Cipher seems to seriously panic. “I’ll do everything you want. I won’t ever talk back to you. I’ll do anything, just let me…”

“Shhh.” Nathaniel just lifts one of his fingers, and Cipher stops moving.

Only his eyes continue to tick from side to side. The man is terrified. Nathaniel closes his eyes for a moment and takes a deep breath, a big smile on his face.

“That’s an interesting experience. I don’t think I’ve ever turned off my [Focus] so totally since the tutorial started. The weird thing is it also slightly affected my emotions.” He opens his eyes again and takes one more step toward the unmoving duo. “Well, it’s not like it matters.”

On the other hand, Lily is not affected at all and continues to look at him without saying anything.

“That’s it, I guess. You stepped over a line you shouldn’t step over.” His eyes move back to Cipher, and the pressure intensifies.

He doesn’t say anything else, and Cipher continues to stand there, unable to do anything under Nathaniel’s gaze. His chest stops moving, and consciousness slowly disappears from his eyes. Then he dies while standing. The same thing happens to Goldie.

Both of them die just like that, and Nathaniel tilts his head, almost as if surprised, then he chuckles. “So weak.”

Mana fires up from him, and the bodies of Cipher and Goldie explode into pieces. Not a single piece is bigger than a fingernail, and the blood splashes everywhere. A lot of it hits Lily, who doesn’t react even after all of that, only looking at Nathaniel with big eyes.

Nathaniel looks around. He seems almost refreshed, as if getting rid of something that kept annoying him for a long time. Again, he smiles.

“Sophieeee,” he says, turning to the brunette sitting in the corner of the room.

A javelin made of mana immediately forms over his shoulder.

My javelin misses and embeds itself into the wall right behind Sophie, only leaving a deep scratch on her cheek that starts bleeding immediately. She is still not moving, her eyes wide, and I can see fear in them. So I turn my gaze to the person that made my javelin miss.

“Nathaniel.” Tess is standing in front of me, lightning cracking around her body, making her hair rise from the static electricity. She is the only one able to move through my [Redistribution].

“Can you [Focus]?” she asks, taking another step and stopping just an arm’s reach away from me, in between me and Sophie.

“Yup, who do you think I am, Tess? Her skill surprised me, but that’s it. She was terrible at using it.” Just a few seconds are enough to find out what her skill did to me and to be able to cancel it.

“So why don’t you [Focus]?”

“Because I don’t want to. You know her skill didn’t only affect my skill, it also did something to my emotions. It’s hard to identify what exactly, but it doesn’t feel that bad. But don’t worry. I should be fine in a few minutes. So please, can you step away so I can kill Sophie in the meantime?”

“I can’t allow you to do that,” she says firmly.

“Why? I know I’ll feel much better if I do that. It’s too irritating to keep dealing with her and her skill.”

“I promised it to her.”

That’s annoying. “Is your promise to her more important than our promise?” I rouse up my mana a bit more.

Yet she doesn’t even flinch and continues to look into my eyes. “No, it’s not. But I’m sure you’d want me to stop you, if you were thinking logically.”

That makes me laugh. “Tess, I don’t want to think logically.” I put even more pressure on her, yet she fights against it.

“You’re scaring people, Nat. Just look at Lily. Look at Isabella.”

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t need them to like me. I just need to pay back what I owe.”

Finally, her body seems to be getting affected by my [Redistribution], and I feel her pushing more mana into her [Lightning Armor].

“Tess, get out of my way.” She won’t stop me.

“This is not you, not even back on Earth, not even without your skill. Can’t you see that she did change the way you think, even if it’s temporary?”

Oh, that’s a good point. Goldie’s skills did affect some of my feelings and part of my behavior as well. I know I can turn on [Focus] anytime I want and get rid of these effects. Yet I hesitate. I know when I activate it, I’ll stop and push my feelings to the back of my mind. My annoyances, my rage, my sadness that I’ve been hiding, all my stress.

My eyes move over Tess’s shoulder, and I see Sophie, who just stands there, unable to move at all. Only her scared eyes move, staring at me. She doesn’t even use her mana, probably scared of annoying me even more.

Then I move my gaze a bit lower and look at Isabella. The little girl is clinging to Sophie and also looking at me. In her eyes, I see neither fear nor anger. Just pity as she touches me with her skill.

So annoying.

My mana moves again, and while hearing the notification, I disrupt the mana around Tess. A pulse of kinetic energy then throws her away from me. With speed even faster than before, another javelin appears over my shoulder, this time bigger and with a hint of light blue mana in it, and tempered with all the anger I feel at Sophie.

I know that I’m smiling as I do so, about to throw it at her.

“Nathaniel,” a soft voice says from behind me. The voice immediately makes me stop the javelin.

When I turn around, Lily is still sitting on the ground, covered in the blood of the exploded bodies of Cipher and Goldie and pieces of meat and bones. Her entire face is covered in blood, and only her eyes shine through.

“Even you, Lily? What do you want?” You better talk quickly. I already feel the effects of Goldie’s skill dissipating and reason coming back to me.

Lily then pulls out a knife from her pocket and stabs it toward her own heart.

The world feels as if it slows down as I put [Focus] into boosting my body, dashing toward her, moving faster than my mana would be able to reach her.

Just before the tip of her knife pierces her chest, I grab her hand and stop it from moving. Then her mana engulfs me, and the remaining effect of Goldie’s skill disappears, and I’m back to my rational self.

Lily slaps me, and I don’t dodge, only tilt my head a bit so she doesn’t hurt her hand too much.

Well, I kind of screwed up, didn’t I? Just a little bit. Our water dispenser is gone. Lily is pissed off and still shaking. I nearly killed Sophie. I scared everyone, and I even hurt Tess. That’s quite a list.

Damn it, if only Cipher and Goldie had tried to control me instead of Lily. In such a case, I would have been able to stop. It would have been just an attack on me. But seeing them doing this to her just snapped something inside me.

Goldie’s skill was something similar to hypnosis. It used only a really minuscule amount of mana that entered her eyes and refracted the light to affect her target. To be honest, I still don’t fully understand what it did. But I know enough to realize that she was probably the reason the trio rose to the top of the Hard Difficulty tutorial. Her skill even allowed her to block skills and influence people.

Sure, her usage of it was trash, and I would have been able to unblock my skill in a split second; I just didn’t want to. At the time, it felt weird to not think about the consequences. It felt good.

Now, I realize how stupid it was, but it’s not like I can blame myself too much. The best solution would have been to beat Goldie and then let Sophie mindblender Cipher, but yeah…things went differently.

I reach out and pet Biscuit, who seems totally unaffected by what happened, and he snuggles closer to me. He is already sleeping, but his warmth is nice and calming.

“It’s okay,” Tess says, her body already healed by Lily. She really doesn’t seem to be blaming me too much. “I knew the risks, yet I did what I thought was the best decision.”

Goddamn it, her being so cool makes me feel worse.

“Should I punch you to make you feel better?” she asks, and immediately, I lift my head.

“Would that work?” I ask.

Tess sighs and ignores my question. “I’m sure they’ll realize you weren’t yourself, so just give it some time. As for the water situation, we’ll deal with it somehow. We still have some left.”

That’s it, I guess. We’ll have to push on and finish the quest.

“But what were they trying to do to Lily?” Tess asks.

I pause to think before answering. “They probably wanted to hypnotize her gradually, bit by bit. I didn’t notice it back then, but they had spoken to her a few times before. Cipher likely wanted a healer on his side.” I shrug. “I’m not exactly sure how Goldie’s skill worked.”

They didn’t try it on me, probably worried that I would notice. Cipher, with his perceptive skill, read people well, picked his targets, and then gradually won them over using Goldie’s skill. Not bad, but far from sufficient for Hell Difficulty. Such tricks won’t work here.

They made a big mistake by switching difficulties, and then they made an even bigger one that cost them their lives.


CHAPTER 38
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Flashback - Nathaniel Gwyn (11 years old)

Ayoung boy slowly opens the door to the apartment. It squeaks as he closes it and locks it. His face bears no emotion as he looks around.

A small smile flashes on his lips after he checks the floor and doesn’t see another pair of shoes. He quickly takes off his old, battered sneakers and removes his bag from his shoulder. The entire time, he is careful to use only his right hand.

Then he rushes toward his room, and his smile becomes even bigger when he notices the light shining under the closed door. Without knocking, he barges in, only to be rewarded by a long, annoyed sigh from a girl sitting behind a table, reading.

Her posture is near perfect. She sits without rounding her shoulders and holds the book in front of her to avoid slouching and bending her neck. There is a lamp next to her, shining on the book that she now puts on the table as she turns to her brother.

“Nat, how many times…” She pauses, and her eyes move up and down her brother.

Another long sigh.

The boy seems somewhat proud as he carefully puts away his bag and sits on the edge of the bed, turning to his sister. “Is Mom not home yet?”

“She’s still working and won’t be coming home anytime soon. And Rob is…who knows where.” A slight hint of disgust sounds in her voice as she talks about the man she should be calling “Father” instead.

The boy only nods, and it’s clear that he is waiting for his sister to ask something.

Victoria sighs for the third time and asks, too curious to tease her cute brother any longer, “So, Nat, why is your left arm broken?”

Nathaniel smirks, seemingly not bothered at all by his broken bone and the pain he must surely be feeling. “I broke it!” He sounds proud as he says so, and in the dimly lit room, his eyes seem to be shining.

Before Victoria can ask, he continues, “The older kids tried to bully me again today, and they called Mom names…” There is a dangerous glow in his eyes as he says the last part, but he quickly hides it. “This time, more of them came, but I managed to run away.”

He giggles.

The entire time, his sister quietly listens, a curious look on her face as her brother explains. She sits there, her posture perfect, her hands on her lap, and her eyes bearing a hard-to-identify emotion.

“They were always careful not to hurt me too much, so I can’t tell on them. So I learned when the director leaves the school and which way he takes. Then I broke my arm and acted as if I had run into him by mistake. I even pretended to try to hide it!” He laughs. “I made him ask me who did that. At first, he thought it was Rob.”

His brown and gray eyes shine even brighter as he continues to explain to his calm sister. “I tried to cry, but you know, Vic, I’m bad at that. So I just pinched myself really hard and looked at the ground, pretending to sob, and then told him that the other kids did it.”

As if waiting for her reaction, he pauses.

“That’s smart, Nathaniel, but what if the other kids have…an alibi?” she says carefully.

“I thought of that! I did all of it when they were hanging out outside and remembered who was there. I…” He pauses when both of them hear the front door unlocking, and the creaking sound of the door opening echoes through the apartment.

“That’s Rob… Now, get that smile off your face, Nat.”

For an answer, the boy only nods, and the smile disappears. His face looks as emotionless as when he entered the apartment. His sister mirrors him, and soon a man’s shouts reach their ears.

“I’m sorry!” Lily lowers her head, and when I stay quiet, she carefully looks up with a look on her face that makes me want to pinch her nose.

“…”

I don’t have to explain anything! I just really want to pinch her tiny nose. Also, why are you like this? Shouldn’t I be the one to apologize?

“I’m sorry for slapping you.”

Ohhh. She’s still bothered by that? It’s already been like…two hours. To be honest, I think she hurt herself more than me when she slapped me, and I kind of made a big mess, so she did have the right to be a little bit angry.

Hmm, wait a moment. Should I spin it to make her feel bad for me and make her owe me a bit? I once again look at her face, and I can’t bring myself to do it.

I’m truly getting weaker.

“It’s fine, Lily. I’m sorry I didn’t notice them trying to hypnotize you earlier and also for…this mess I made.” It’s true that I could’ve been a bit more delicate.

But as we talk, I look at her and ask, curious to see if the death of two people in front of her caused some damage. I know for a normal person, it should be…traumatizing.

“It’s fine,” she says. “They were bad people trying to hurt me and you as well.” Her eyes are serious as she says so. “They deserved that.”

Oh boy.

I’m definitely the most normal here.

I pull Biscuit’s cheek and boop his nose and continue to ignore his woofing while I think over what I should do with Sophie. I really don’t feel like apologizing, and I won’t do it. The relationship between us is delicate, to say the least.

Lately, I’ve started thinking that I’ve kept her alive only because of little Isabella, so Sophie can take care of her sister and not make a little girl sad or hate me.

Sophie is annoying to deal with, as I’m constantly worrying about her [Manipulation], and she’s always borderline whether or not she’s worth keeping alive.

“Biscuit, what should I do?” I ask probably the smartest and most normal member of group 4 after me, obviously.

(Food?)

“Nah, we can’t eat her.”

(Food.)

“Yeah, we could feed her to monsters.”

(Food!)

“No, you still can’t eat monsters. You will get sick. But we were talking about Sophie. It’s annoying to deal with her, isn’t it?”

(Asshole!)

“Yeah, she is.”

I pet the top of his head, and the best doggo closes his eyes.

Hmm, I should teach you a few more words. We’re going to have you surprise Hadwin.

I give most of my food to Lily and a bit to Biscuit and then once again leave our hideout. Alone. I need to clear my head a bit and give others some space.

Tess is fine, and Lily and Kim also seem to be somewhat unaffected. On the other hand, Aaron avoids me even more than before, and Sophie is staying out of my sight as much as possible, keeping Isabella with her.

I guess she didn’t take my feelings seriously when I let her peek at them while she was strengthening my body and helping me handle my mana. This probably opened her eyes a bit.

I check the new side quest, and it’s as I thought.

Side quest: Kill 800 enemies

Other side quests just need me to get [Mana Infusion] to Level 20, and I’m ready to get a new passive skill.

As for my reward for killing seven hundred enemies…

Short Sword (Common): A practical choice for any adventurer, this iron short sword boasts a sturdy blade and a reliable leather grip. Perfect for those beginning their journey, it’s simple yet effective for most combat situations.

I tie one of my mana stones to the blade and continue trying to infuse the stone with my mana, as it holds it much better than the sword, and then have the stone continuously infuse the blade with the mana.

I even etch some pathways into the blade and try to keep them working thanks to the mana from mana stone.

But as before, the sword cracks and breaks, mana leaks terribly, and pathways are not working. But it’s fine; I’ll learn from my constructs and create one for items as well. Instead of my Kinetic Mana Heart, the mana stones will keep them working.

How cool is that?

Frost is now one of Sophie’s pets, if I can call it like that. When Sophie sees that I noticed that, she looks at me, her eyes firm, as if daring me to say anything.

But I do not. It might be my lack of interest in the guy and not caring what happens to him or maybe a half-step back to allow Sophie to keep some face. It could easily be either option.

But later that day, we finally are close to the walls. The way there is easier than before, a lot less monsters moving around and close to the wall. We also hurry to meet with Hadwin, Maya, and Dennis as they acquire one of the traps used to catch sparrows. I do not ask from where, but it’s easy to guess.

For the last five minutes, Aaron has been leading us. He finally gets within reach to communicate with his twin brother, and soon enough, we finally meet the last three members of our group.

Like all of us, they are thinner, messy, with wrecked clothes, and look more like wild animals after days on the third floor.

“Hey,” Hadwin says as we meet. While Aaron is meeting with Dennis, Maya awkwardly keeps looking between Tess and Sophie.

Good, finally, I can dump everything on Hadwin, but first: Biscuit, go!

Feeling my thoughts, the best doggo on the third floor moves in front of me and speaks telepathically to Hadwin.

(I require sustenance.)


CHAPTER 39
SELLING THE CORGI



“What are you even—” Hadwin pauses, sighing as he looks up at me.

What? Why is everyone sighing so much around me?

“You are ruining this corgi,” he says, stepping closer. I notice he is holding a nicely crafted shield, and I can even feel some mana emanating from it.

I’m not ruining Biscuit! He was ruined from the start. I mean perfect. He was perfect from the start. Moreover, I have to do things like this once in a while. It continues to make me feel better, even though it might seem silly.

“Show me your shield.” I gesture to Hadwin. The man, not even surprised at this point, hands me the shield.

Reflective Shield (Uncommon): A shield that creates a weak shimmering barrier and reflects a portion of incoming attacks back at the enemy. It strengthens with each reflected assault but requires mana.

Oh ho, isn’t that interesting?

“You can’t have it,” I hear somewhere in the background. I decide to ignore it, already sending my mana into the shield to observe it.

The moment my mana enters, it gets sucked inside, moving through thin, circuit-like paths into what I think is a mana stone. Then, inside the stone, something happens, and mana is sent outside again, this time with some reflective properties. Terribly weak, but surely interesting.

“You can play with Biscuit three times if you give me the shield,” I say without thinking.

“The heck, I don’t want⁠—”

“Five times,” I quickly add. When I hear Biscuit woof at me, I look up and finally remember that it’s not Isabella I’m talking to.

Oh, awkward… But that makes it better. “I’ll be taking it for a few hours,” I say and boost my body to launch myself around the room. “Go and talk with Tess. You guys can take care of everything.”

Huhuh, good job, Haddy! You can cook, you can bring me nice and shiny new stuff, and you can deal with people instead of me. I’ll make sure to pay you back somehow!

But now, let’s examine the shield. After seeing Tess keeping a watch, I lift my eyebrows in a question, and I swear she sighs before nodding, indicating that she’ll be on lookout.

So I combine both parts of my [Focus] through its new upgrade and send my mana into the shield.

I break the shield.

Hadwin asks for the shield from down the street.

“I need more time to examine it!” I reply.

After a few more fights with monsters that I do not join, Hadwin asks for the shield again.

Now I start panicking.

What the heck! How the hell is the shield so weak? I only sent a minuscule amount of mana inside it. It’s uncommon; it should be better! Maybe it was broken even before I touched it? Could I say that to Hadwin?

Okay, okay, let’s focus.

Once again, I send my senses through the shield and this time look at the circuits that are hidden under the surface of the shield, leading from the handle toward the mana stone that is safely imbued inside the thickest part of the shield.

This one seems fine. This one is good. Why is this one so oddly shaped? This one isn’t leading anywhere. What the heck does it do?

Oh, this one is slightly burned. Now then, I consolidate my [Focus] and [Oscillation] and activate them as I carefully send the tiniest thread of oscillation mana through the destroyed part, then reach toward it with [Mana Manipulation].

It doesn’t work. I can’t reactivate the circuit. So I use [Mana Infusion] together with [Mana Manipulation] and examine it closely while sending the tiniest bits of my mana toward it.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 32 > Mana Manipulation - Level 33]

This is so weird. Is the mana able to stay semi-permanent because of the metal the shield is made of? Oh! What if it’s the mana stone? I quickly reach toward it and send a bit more to wake it up, then try to connect the newly fixed circuit to it. I stop thinking and just let the feeling lead me. My heart beats calmly as I delve deeper and focus more on the task in front of me.

[Focus - Level 32 > Focus - Level 33]

The world becomes black and white, and within it, the thin threads of circuits filled with my mana shine. Not even realizing what I’m doing, I send my mana toward the parts that I consider poorly made and circuits that look damaged either by the passage of time or by a lack of care during the shield’s creation.

Full of satisfaction, I watch as the mana stone starts humming, absorbing the mana that continues to flow into it and then creating a weak reflective effect in front of the shield.

Just now, I notice that the mana stone itself has circuits etched all over its surface and even more inside. A dense web of twisting and beautiful circuits.

Okay, this should be enough for now. I stop and let my mana dissipate, exiting the deep focus I was in, to be welcomed by Tess sitting next to me.

“You broke the shield,” she says, her voice flat.

“Pfff, as if I were that stupid. You can check it; it’s totally fine.”

“Hadwin risked his life to get it,” she points out.

Fine, fine, I already said I’ll pay him back. Darn it. Even I’m not that evil to destroy another man’s toys.

“Nat, tell me, what level is your highest-leveled skill?” Tess asks.

Huh? Did you get curious? Anyway, it’s not a problem, so I tell her.

A long pause then hangs between us.

“I guess it makes sense, you being you… Mine is twenty-three.” She then stands up, jumps from the roof we’re on, lands softly on her feet, and rejoins the others.

When I return the shield to Hadwin, he instantly grabs it and sends his mana through it.

Oi! You’ll hurt my feelings. Do you think I’d break it… Ehm… Do you think I’d break it twice?!

Biscuit, defend me!

Feeling my distress, the best doggo comes running. (I require sustenance!)

Good boy!

“Why does it feel stronger than before?”

“Of course, it’s not brok—” What? Stronger than before?

“Did you upgrade it?” He sends more mana through it and then tries to hit the wall next to him with the reflective barrier in front of the shield. “Oh, it really is better.”

Uh oh.

“Sorry, I thought you broke it, and yet you were trying to upgrade it for me. I apologize for suspecting you.”

“It’s fine.”

Hehe. I quickly look around, trying to detect little Isabella, and as I thought, she is nearby. Her eyes are wide and focused on me. Her expression clearly says that she knows as she reads my feelings.

Dang it.

I lift my hand, showing one straightened finger. She shakes her head silently and lifts her hand, showing three straightened fingers. Then, after exchanging a silent glance, we both lift hands, showing two fingers, and she smiles.

I’m sorry, Biscuit. I sold you out once again.

Hadwin uses the trap twice and catches two sparrows that are bigger than usual, allowing us to have some food after a long time. My piece is the smallest as I give half to Lily and then some to Biscuit.

Right now, I feel that my body is fully upgraded and ready for more levels of skills and more stats. It’s not like now it’s not a problem to dump most of my stats into mana and ignore constitution. Nope, this part is still a problem.

Another issue is the itching palm of my hand. It started a few days ago, and it’s getting more and more annoying, yet I’m still unable to detect the reason. I’ll have to continue to observe it carefully.

The body upgrade just made me less reliant on food, water, and sleep, and I still don’t know exactly how it works. The system obviously didn’t give me detailed descriptions, but I did continue to observe my body the entire time, looking out for some noticeable changes.

There are none, or what is most likely, I’m not able to observe them at my current level of skill.

Nothing unexpected.

“Are you scared of me?” I ask Kim during a moment of boredom while both of us keep watch. It’s morning, and we’re letting others rest a bit before we move the final stretch toward the wall that is now much closer, making us realize it’s even higher than we thought.

“I…I don’t know,” he says.

That’s a weird way to answer. You either are or are not.

“Partially, I understand that you won’t hurt me the way you did to Cipher and Goldie, not if I don’t try to hurt you first or betray you,” Kim says cautiously, clearly still worried about my reaction. “But I’m still nervous and can’t help it. It’s not because I’m planning to hurt you, it’s just… I’m scared that I’ll make an unintentional mistake and you’ll treat me like your enemy.”

He looks at me. A young fifteen-year-old boy, someone with an inferiority complex because of his talented siblings and overreaching parent. In my eyes, he’s still just a kid.

“It’s scary, Nathaniel. You are scary.”

I see, that’s also a way some people see me, and I don’t think the way he thinks is unreasonable or untrue.

“I’m not worried about what happened to Cipher and others. They tried to control Lily and always acted so arrogantly, and you didn’t even see how they treated the natives,” he says and shakes his head. “I think all of us have already gotten used to all this blood and stuff.”

I remain silent and listen to him.

“But”—he moves a bit closer, and our eyes meet, and this time, I do not look away—“Tess, Lily, and Izzy don’t seem to mind, but everyone else? Sophie is always walking on tiptoes around you. Aaron and Dennis are scared of you, Maya avoids you, and Hadwin is very careful about how he treats you. You just seem like you could snap at any moment.”

“Thanks for telling me,” I say.

This time, it is he who nods.

He might not know, but I’m trying; I really am. I’m trying to stay patient, I’m trying not to cast people away, and I’m trying to open up slightly to some of them.

I don’t even know what I am expecting from that, but I think that’s something time will tell.


CHAPTER 40
TWO-QUESTION-MARK MONSTERS



Tess receives five javelins made from my mana. I made them a bit denser this time, so they should last around twenty minutes. She says they’re a bit harder to control because they’re made of mana that isn’t hers, but it’s not that bad.

I also give around a hundred small orbs to Kim, which are also made of my mana, and Hadwin gets a mace. That’s how we reach the wall and stop in front of it.

I can feel mana all over its surface. It towers like a skyscraper over us, all around the horizon. There are no holes, no gate, the wall is smooth, and it doesn’t even seem like it was made from bricks. It’s just a single massive piece of…something. To test it out, I create and shoot one javelin at it. It burrows itself into the wall, yet the damage is minimal.

“Okay, as we said before, Nathaniel and I go first. Tess will support us. Kim, if you will,” Hadwin says.

For the last time, he checks if everyone is ready, and then we stand on the massive iron platform that Tess and Hadwin assembled by twisting and connecting multiple iron doors, pieces of the roof, and materials we found.

Kim then uses his [Gravity Well], and everyone gets affected by it, feeling lighter. He also starts moving slowly up the platform, controlling it so no one will lose balance.

I grab Hadwin and propel us high into the air, much quicker than the platform. Transforming the kinetic energy of my heart, I propel us a few more times until we reach the top of the wall where I lower the output and we land softly. We’re quickly joined by Tess, further away from us, who does something similar with her [Psychokinesis].

Then I look at what lies behind the wall.

Down there are beautiful vast fields full of flowers and white trees that have almost golden-like leaves. There are no houses as far as I can see, and in the distance, yet another wall towers toward the sky. This one is of a beautiful blue and intertwined by veins of lighter blue, seemingly all of this creating some patterns.

There is also something a bit more interesting: a shallow stream of water that flows through vibrant green fields full of colorful flowers and golden-leafed trees. But there might be a problem.

[Undead Deer- Level ??]

[Undead Bear - Level ??]

[Undead Wolf - Level ?]

[Undead Wolf - Level ?]

[Undead Boar - Level ?]

Damned system.

“I can take them,” I say.

“You just said two of them seem to be around Level 150, Nat.”

“Yup, I can take them.”

We are already on top of the wall, looking deep down at beautiful fields and immensely strong undead monsters that continue to walk around in the distance, some powerful enough to kill all of us if caught unprepared.

“Can’t we just jump down, get some water, and run away?” Hadwin asks.

“Where is the fun in that?” I ask.

“Nathaniel, we came here to get some water and maybe some food,” the older man adds.

Oh, that’s true, isn’t it? My eyes move toward Lily and her parched lips. Out of all of us, she drinks the least of our remaining water. The silly girl probably feels that it might be because of her that we lost our source of water.

“One question mark shouldn’t be a problem for Nat and me. Or maybe we can have Sophie control them and send them to distract the two-question-marks while we get some water,” Tess says.

Is Tess maybe a genius?

“I should be able to control the wolves for a bit, but I’m not sure about the boar. And there is no chance for me to control two-question-marks. At most, I can stop them for a second or two,” Sophie adds.

There are five monsters in the area we can see. Closest to us are two undead wolves, the boar is a bit more to our left and closest to the stream, and then two-question-mark deer and bears are further in the distance, each of them as big as a house and similarly strong to the Undead Aberrant Weredeer.

“How about we have Sophie manipulate the wolves and have them ready in case the two-question-marks come closer. Meanwhile, we will kill the boar and get some water before climbing back on the wall,” Hadwin offers.

“I wouldn’t rely on the wolves being able to stop the bear or deer. Maybe for a few seconds, but not much longer,” I say.

“Well, that complicates things…” The older man sighs while I continue to observe the deer and bear.

How strong they are, I want to hunt them. I want to trick them in a similar way I did before, and I want them to push me even more than the Undead Aberrant Deer did.

Should I try to snipe them from up here? I’m far enough, and if I create an attack strong enough, I might be able to one-shot them. But in such a case, how would the remaining two-question-marks react? Would they rush at us? Climb the wall? Would I be able to fight back, probably tired after killing the first one?

Others become too noisy as they start talking and brainstorming ideas, so I stand up and move a bit further away from them. I sit on the wall, my legs hanging from the edge, and I swing them a bit while I observe the monsters far in the distance and the beautiful fields down there.

A few minutes pass, and they’re still going on, so I filter out the background noise and only focus on observing my body after the upgrade, especially my left arm. There’s something weird with it, some disruption in mana flow in the palm of my restored hand. I’ve felt it ever since the start of the third floor but mostly ignored it because I thought it was a tiny mistake that happened because of the low level of Lily’s skill.

It also doesn’t affect me or my mana at all, so I didn’t pay much attention to it and only came to observe it once in a while. But now, after the body upgrade, it becomes worse. It’s still not affecting my body at all; it’s just this weird feeling as if the palm of my left hand is itching slightly. It’s weird and hard to describe.

Anyway, I can cut off my hand if it becomes weird or dangerous. I can have Lily slowly regrow it in the worst case. For now, I’ll continue to observe it.

I stop filtering out the background noise, and they’re still brainstorming, worried about the monsters or unexpected situations, even though they all are getting weaker as time passes. Most of us are thin, lips parched as we’ve gone without much water for days. I even notice that Lily is barely keeping herself awake and is trying to hide her suffering by constantly using some of her mana to heal her body.

The heck, why are all of you so careful? You need to be a bit more adventurous. You’re in Hell Difficulty. A strong will and decisiveness to take risks are a must.

I stand up, and a javelin appears over my head. I start feeding it with mana. The first one to notice is Sophie; she immediately pokes Tess, and both of them turn to me.

“Nathaniel?” Tess asks.

The javelin is already getting denser and longer, easily twice my length. “Yes?”

“What are you doing?”

Wisps of light blue mana start flowing through the weapon as I infuse more and more mana into it. “Sparrow Obliterator 4000.”

“…”

Wisps of purple mana appear, and I feel the javelin becoming heavier, the weapon as thick as my upper arm and longer than ever before. I [Focus] a bit more and twist it, shape it a bit so when it flies through the air, it will start spinning, the spinning stabilizing its trajectory. I also add a bit more weight to the middle to balance it better.

“It’s easy. Get ready to jump off the wall to get back behind us. Miss Mindblender will control the wolves in case they all rush us and somehow climb the wall. Twin jerks can use their skill to create some illusions to our right in case the monsters get up top,” I say.

“That’s not a very detailed plan,” Hadwin says, but I see him stretching slightly.

“Nothing ever goes according to plan, Haddy. Just get ready to bullshit our way out of it if something happens.”

“Haddy…” The older man shakes his head.

The javelin starts humming, and I put all of my attention to holding its shape and stop the mana from exploding while I redistribute and infuse more into it. The tricolored mana wildly swirls inside the weapon, and I realize that I’ve reached my current limit. I release my Mana Regulator a bit more, and my heart beats loudly.

I control both the kinetic energy flowing through my body as well as the javelin that threatens to explode and will probably kill us all.

“They don’t seem to feel your mana,” Tess says.

“That’s quite good, isn’t it?” Now then, slowly breathe in, infuse a bit more, a tiny bit more. Good.

Ignore the notification. Good.

Grab all the kinetic energy. Good.

And this time, don’t push the javelin from behind; try to apply all the energy to the front of the javelin where it’s heaviest to make the kinetic energy pull it instead of pushing and wasting so much of it. No, not like that; that’s way too inefficient. I quickly correct the way I do it. Now anchor it, and let the mana flow.

Oh, and control the mana a bit more; the weapon almost exploded. Good.

NOW.

The javelin disappears, and I get thrown to the side, almost falling down from the edge of the wall because of the shockwave from shooting the weapon. Hadwin grabs me and helps me stop, and while changing my regulator again, I look toward the javelin that is already stabbed inside the deer’s hind leg, glowing white and about to explode.

The Undead Deer’s antlers start glowing too, and his eyes turn toward the top of the wall where we are. He takes a step and disappears into his own shadow. That leaves the javelin behind to explode in the place where the deer used to stand.

My eyes immediately turn to my own shadow, and it starts growing bigger, much bigger. Inside of the shadow, one of the Undead Deer’s giant eyes appears.


CHAPTER 41
UNDEAD BEAR - LEVEL ??



“Stay on the wall!” I shout and propel myself far away from the others, right over the edge of the wall. I start falling to the place in the city where we came from. Right in between ruined houses and empty streets.

The deer’s mana starts to swirl around me, and I feel my shadow expand more and more. Soon enough, the deer steps out of it and starts falling toward the ground together with me.

In quick succession, Tess’s javelin, filled with lightning, stabs into its back, followed by even stronger lightning that uses the javelin as a lightning rod.

The monster roars, certainly feeling the attack, and for a moment, ignores me, turning its eyes toward the top of the wall. I feel its mana move, and before it can jump into Tess’s shadow, my mana explodes.

[Disruption] boosted by [Mana Surge] hits the monster with the full power I can muster, and it cancels out its “jump.” The monster once again turns to me.

Then we finally reach the ground, and both of us land somehow elegantly, without taking any damage.

The deer’s mana shines from its antlers, and the houses around us start to crumble, only for its debris to be lifted up into the air, floating around the deer. The debris is thrown at me in quantity and at a terrifying speed, and to counter it, I create a shield in front of me. The shield is shaped as an oval to make it as small as possible. I also make the front of it thinner and sharper, reaching a bit in front of me and cutting all the debris while thinner sides of the shield let the debris pass by me without the shield taking too much damage.

Debris just keeps coming and getting smashed against my shield, which I continue to strengthen with tricolored mana.

I feel a few more of Tess’s attacks land on the deer, and even Sophie’s mana reaches toward the monster, stopping its attack for a few seconds, giving me a bit more time to fill my shield with mana.

Then, not unexpectedly, I feel my shadow swell and grow bigger, and to answer that, I ignore it. Instead, I push even more mana inside my shield, and it starts vibrating, getting harder and harder to stop it from exploding.

When my shadow expands and the monster appears right next to me, I brace myself, strengthening my body through Symbiotic Transference, and propel myself with more force than before. I fly through the debris and smash it apart with my strengthened body.

I propel myself a few more times in the split second, even hitting a few roofs and houses in my way.

Meanwhile, the tricolored shield behind me starts shining brightly, about to explode right after the deer fully steps out of what used to be my shadow.

Good, now let’s see how you will tank this.

The mana inside the shield starts to turn into a shining white color, and then the shield disappears.

Huh?

Instead of exploding next to the deer, the attack appears right behind me, in my shadow, transported there by the deer’s skill.

I see, so that’s how we’ll play. I clench my teeth and rouse up my entire mana, and then, instead of running away, I reach out toward my shield that’s about to explode and force it back under my control. A groan escapes my mouth, and my head feels like it’s about to explode together with constant grinding that sounds in my ears.

My skills activate one after another, trying to force this monstrous mana back under my control. I continue to squeeze the shield into a more manageable shape, an orb as big as my fist.

I force all of this mana into the shape that continues to fight against me and threatens to explode at any second, the tricolored mana swirling wildly inside the orb and shining brighter than before, humming audibly.

Meanwhile, the monster’s antlers shine once again, and the houses around it crumble, only to be lifted up and thrown at me, and then redirected to the sides as if a wave splitting in front of the wall.

A wall that is a young blond woman.

Tess stands there, lightning cracking along her body while her mana continues to feed her [Psychokinesis] that doesn’t push against the monster’s much stronger skill. She just redirects it slightly, making it pass by our sides and hit the houses behind us.

Then a rain of dark blue orbs that I made for Kim hits the monster’s head, barely doing any serious damage but clearly pissing it off.

As I continue to try to stop my mana from exploding, I don’t have time to feel the deer’s mana, but it’s easy to guess that it will try to jump into Kim’s shadow. But before it does that, Tess’s javelin stabs itself deep into its neck and then explodes with lightning mana that tears apart pieces of its Undead neck. That’s enough to stop it from jumping away.

The monster turns to Tess, and the world around us explodes. Entire streets and dozens of houses crumble in a split second, hitting our bodies and throwing us rolling on the ground, and then they continue to fly high in the air, almost as high as the wall.

At the same time, the monster’s telekinesis reaches toward us and glues our bodies to the spot. The deer uses enough mana to ignore our bodies’ natural barrier, which should make something like this extremely hard to do.

With another pulse of mana, all the debris that covers a massive piece of the sky starts falling too, speeding up the entire time, pulled to the ground with the massive force of the monster’s skill.

I elongate the orb hovering over the palm of my hand into a long, sharp shape, a javelin that’s smaller than the one before, just that much denser.

At the same time, multiple things happen.

Another rain of orbs hits the monster.

Tess’s mana explodes around her, and I feel her pushing against the pressure around and reaching toward the debris that is flying where we are.

I also feel Sophie’s mana reach toward the deer, and then the deer’s eyes jump from me to Tess as if the deer has forgotten about my existence.

My javelin flies at the monster, leaving a trail of mana in its path and then stabbing itself deep into its head without the monster even noticing it, its eyes still on Tess. Then I release my Mana Regulator to fifty percent, and my heart thumps, sending vibrations of kinetic energy through my body, pushing it to its current limit and pummeling it.

First heartbeat.

Kinetic energy around me explodes, and I propel myself toward Tess, immediately grabbing her.

Second heartbeat.

I use all the energy to propel us high in the air.

Third heartbeat.

The debris in our way gets pushed again and redirected by Tess, just enough force to change its trajectory and not hit us. I use another wave of kinetic energy to propel us even faster, feeling the mana behind us expand.

We land on the wall, and I again activate my Mana Regulator at the same time as I start creating a shield of tricolored mana in front of all of us.

Then the javelin stabbed deep into the deer’s head explodes, threads of tricolored mana untangling and slashing around, cutting apart the deer, and then an explosion follows. A ring of shockwaves immediately followed by a ring of fire expands in a split second into the massive area under the wall.

The shockwave destroys some of the buildings, and the following heat melts the stones and any iron plating it reaches. As the wave hits the walls, it quickly follows its force, and flickering waves climb on the side of the wall until they reach the top. Flames and vibrations continue higher, the side effect of it hitting us and pushing us a bit further from the edge.

I notice Isabella weakening the heat, and everyone endures the shockwave on their own.

For a fleeting moment, silence ensues, and immediately after, there is an immense sucking force as the air rushes to fill up the void left after the explosion. The now-dead body, after its head explodes, gets folded and squeezed and pulled to the place where the javelin used to be, followed by more and more debris, flames, and air that rush back in.

All of this takes just a second, with an explosion quickly followed by implosion. The only difference is that this one is even stronger than the one I used against the Undead Aberrant Deer, not being left with any other reasonable choice after my attack got flung against me.

“What a shitshow.” I sigh. It doesn’t matter what I do; it almost never goes as we would like it to go, and in the end, it all comes down to improvisation. But there is no point in complaining; I don’t think it will change.

I cancel out the barrier of my mana, and for the last time, I look down at where the explosion started. Then I turn around to check on the others. A few of them are shaken and barely standing, either because of their help during the fight or the aftereffects of it.

Izzy is smiling, and I nod at Sophie. This time, the mind manipulator missy really did help. But what’s with them? Why do you have to look at me like this? It was just a small explosion. Everyone should be capable of something like this at around Level 100.

As my eyes skim by them, I notice a weird movement on the edge of the wall behind them. Something flickers there, and then a massive paw with each claw as long as Isabella reaches up and grabs the edge of the wall.

A giant head pokes over the top of the wall, and my mana starts to move again.

It’s a giant bear with one eye missing and terrible scars across its decaying body.

[Undead Bear - Level ??]


CHAPTER 42
UNDEAD BEAR - LEVEL ??



The monster pulls itself higher, and finally, even others notice it, a few shouts sounding into our surroundings.

Kinetic energy turns into bright yellow flames and hits the bear’s head. I continue to strengthen them with each passing second as my heart pumps more energy through my body. Soon after, even Isabella’s blue flames join them and start to burn the monster, the disgusting smell of burned fur and flesh hitting our noses.

Tess also uses her lightning attacks. Kim activates his gravity skill, and I know he is applying it on the monster in hopes it will lose its grip and fall.

But nothing helps, and the bear climbs over the walls. A shockwave hits all of us, pushing us away from him and stopping our attacks on the monster.

When the flames and smoke disappear, the beast’s head is revealed, only a skull with barely any fur and muscles. Yet it still continues to look toward us, calmly, as if not seeing us as a danger.

Maya, already in full armament and with a spear in her hand, stands in front of it with Hadwin by her side. The bear tilts its head and swings its paw at a speed that seems nearly impossible, judging by its size.

Both of them are sent flying over the wall.

But we can’t give them any more thought as another attack hits us. Another simple yet strong shockwave throws Sophie and Isabella over the wall and pushes others even closer to the edge. I barely catch Kim and Lily before they fly over.

Seeing Sophie fall over, the last remaining member of Hard Difficulty jumps over the wall as well, seemingly about to help them.

In that short time between the attacks, I make my decision. I put Lily into Kim’s arms and push them both over the edge, leaving only me, Tess, and the twins on top. The twins are already much further on the wall, both of them boosted by their skill [Haste].

(We will try to use [Sensory Deception] at the right moment!) one of them sends into my head, and only then I remember Biscuit. I look around with a hint of panic. Thankfully, the corgi is fine and dangling from the edge of the wall by one massive purple tentacle that continues to stretch, slowly lowering him down.

(Gone,) he sends me and continues to lower himself faster.

Good boy.

Another shockwave hits us, and I absorb most of the kinetic energy of the attack and throw it behind myself to propel myself ahead.

Tess endures as well, the lightning armor around her body crackling in red and white.

“Lure it away and run?” she shoots me a question.

“It will follow others,” I say while dozens of mana projectiles pop into existence and shoot toward the bear, only to be shrugged off as nothing together with Tess’s lightning-imbued javelin.

The monster takes another step toward us, and this time, I feel Tess push against the shockwave and even weaken it enough to have almost no effect.

Again, the bear tilts its head, a skull with empty eye sockets, and an even stronger shockwave hits us, strong enough to render my projectiles flying at it useless and even blow off the flame I try to throw at it.

Okay!

Fine!

Thrown over the edge of the wall, I push myself back, only for armor to appear around my body and then a helmet with a smooth front and without any holes for eyes. [Perception] encompasses the area, and I [Focus] more.

Then I release my Mana Regulator a bit more, and kinetic energy starts pummeling my body from the inside, only to be immediately turned into physical strengthening through my Symbiotic Transference.

When another shockwave hits me, I absorb most of its energy to strengthen myself even further and immediately start infusing my body and my muscles with mana with the help of [Mana Infusion], which allows me to release my Mana Regulator even more and strengthen my body further.

The armor around my body is still transparent but in a darker shade of blue, and a sword appears in my hand, made of dark blue mana that I infuse with more and more of it until light blue and purple wisps of mana start flowing through the blade.

I did not put every available stat point into mana to fight melee! Damn it.

I dash at the bear, my body strong as never before and my sword glowing with wisps of mana flowing inside of it. I absorb another shockwave, only to immediately throw it at the monster. It just dissipates on the surface of its fur, causing no harm at all.

Reading the monster’s movements, I duck under the paw that barely misses me and cut against it with as much force as I can. The sword just bounces off.

I absorb another shockwave, using it to speed up my body further while oscillating mana coats the blade. I slash again, this time leaving a deep groove on the bear’s paw.

I avoid the bite and watch its movements to dodge another two swings. I step to the side, letting a shockwave pass me by while I angle my sword and slash again.

The blade, even coated in oscillation, bounces off, doing damage only to decaying muscles and ricocheting off the bones.

I need to release some energy generated by my Kinetic Mana Heart; a bright yellow flame explodes around me in a similar shockwave to the bear’s and burns its fur and muscles.

[Disruption] then fires up, and I immediately follow it by slashing against the paw I used disruptive mana on. The sword bounces again, and I push myself far away from the monster as I feel it collecting even more mana.

A strong shockwave hits me and throws me from the wall, only for me to propel myself back up.

Such a tough asshole. I groan.

The monster doesn’t seem that dangerous or tough, at least not to me, but its defense is annoyingly strong.

A shockwave that works like attack and defense at the same time. High physical stats and then the bones that seem to be impossible to destroy. Yet the monster still reacts cautiously every time I get too close to its chest and probably its heart while totally ignoring attacks on its head where the brain should be.

For a moment, we just stand there: me, the bear, the twins far in the distance, and then Tess jumps back onto the wall.

“Others are safe,” she says before turning her attention back to the bear.

Hearing that, my sword flies in the air, only to be stretched and pressed into the shape of a javelin I start feeding with more mana. Let’s see how you will endure this.

I notice the twins start running further away, and even Tess is getting ready to jump down from the wall.

The bear tilts its head again, looking at me. He looks at my chest, where my Kinetic Mana Heart beats. And then, out of nowhere, its own heart beats loudly, loud enough for us to hear.

One heartbeat.

The bear widens its stance and opens its maw.

The bear’s second heartbeat sounds deafening.

A massive wave of kinetic energy is thrown at us, and I know if it touches us, it will tear our bodies apart. It’s an attack and energy I know well.

I let go of my control over the javelin. Instead, my dual [Focus] combines into one, and I put my full attention into absorbing the kinetic energy thrown at us. There is so much of it, much more than I can output with my currently regulated Kinetic Mana Heart.

Yet I do not hesitate. It’s the energy that I know so well, the energy I handle so often.

I reach toward it all. Not to weaken it: I reach out and grab it in its entirety, using some of it to further strengthen my mana-infused body and shooting the remainder in a thin cone of kinetic energy toward the bear, tearing apart the muscles and fur on its chest and revealing its ribs and its shining giant heart.

Its heart is covered in green mana, and each thump strengthens it, generating kinetic energy in a similar way to my construct.

The monster somehow copied me.

Another heartbeat and the bear uses another shockwave combined with kinetic energy.

This time, Tess helps, and her [Psychokinesis] pushes against the shockwave while I absorb kinetic energy and use it to propel the already white glowing javelin. It pierces the monster’s chest, barely missing a rib, stabs its heart, and while tearing it apart, flies outside of it and further in the distance, where it explodes without affecting us at all.

Finally, the monster shows some reaction. More of its mana rushes into its chest while I stagger a bit.

When I reach out and check my mana reserves, I realize that I have barely ten percent of my mana left. Because of my massive mana pool, I didn’t even think about limiting my mana and so didn’t limit it at all, using so much of it for my attacks.

Slowly, the bear takes another step toward us, and its heart starts healing, covered in green mana. Then it beats strongly, and I can hear its bones vibrate under the kinetic energy the heart sends through the bear’s body.

Another heartbeat reverberates through its body, and the monster stops, once again tilting its head as if in a confused manner.

With another heartbeat, the bear’s kinetic energy rages through its body, tearing apart muscles and revealing more of its pearl-white bones.

I start forming another javelin when Tess’s hand touches my shoulder.

“We should run while we can,” the blonde says, and it makes me stop, realizing that I barely have any mana left.

The heartbeat sounds into the surroundings, and the bear opens its mouth in a soundless growl. Kinetic energy flowing through its body tears more and more of it apart, every beat audibly shaking and vibrating the bones that absorb some of this energy. The kinetic energy does more damage to the monster than we did.

I give the bear one last look, and together with Tess, we jump over the wall.


CHAPTER 43
PEACEMAKER



Down below, we find the others, most of them in a terrible state and herded to one place by Hadwin, who doesn’t seem that hurt even after falling from such a height; his [Strengthening] is probably good enough to help him endure.

Sophie and Isabella are also fine, but the last member of Hard Difficulty, Frost, is really hurt. Both of his legs are broken, one of his arms is twisted, and one of his eyes is blind.

Maya is in a similar state, with bones poking out of both of her broken shins and sweat on her forehead as she clenches her teeth in pain while Lily heals her.

“Kim went to get the twins. They connected with him,” Hadwin says. I now see that he is missing a few of his teeth and is bruised all over, also with a broken arm and probably multiple ribs.

Well, that’s dumb, if I have to say so myself, but it’s Kim’s decision.

To make matters even worse, Lily heals one of Maya’s legs and then passes out, her breathing short and weak and the petite girl shaking and sweating. Malnourished, dehydrated, and overtaxing herself.

Biscuit moves closer to her, and a few tentacles appear over him as he protectively stands in front of her after licking her hand a few times. The dog whimpers and looks toward me.

(Gone?)

He whimpers again and steps a bit further, taking his eyes off me.

I quickly control myself and force my mana and mind to calm down.

As I step closer, I reach out and let Biscuit lick my hand. After that, I pet his tiny head. “Sorry for that. I didn’t want to scare you. It’s just that I’m not in a very good mood right now.”

From atop the wall, I can still feel waves of kinetic energy as the bear’s heart continues to thump and generate it and try to take it all under its control.

I’ll be back for you. You can be sure of that. How dare you try to copy my construct.

Goddamned bear.

Now, then, back to this silly girl. When I lift her up, she feels so light and weak.

(We will go over the wall on the opposite side. The bear seems to be busy right now, and we can avoid the others!) sounds in my head, and after that, the silence ensues.

Well, I guess we don’t have to bother waiting for Kim anymore.

Just a few minutes have passed since we entered one of the hideouts and I made sure it was working, and I am already impatient to leave and go back outside.

I keep opening and clenching my fist while watching my mana fill up bit by bit. It’s quick, probably much faster than for others, but for me, it feels as if it’s too slow. I’ve already gotten used to not having trouble with lacking mana at all.

Another annoying thing is Frost, Cipher’s old companion. Unlike others that left me alone, feeling or seeing my bad mood, the man crawls to me, using only one arm to pull himself closer.

His legs are broken, one of his arms is also broken, and he is missing one of his eyes. Yet there is still some will in him, and I even notice that his wounds are covered in a bit of ice. I don’t know how much it helps, but the man still does it.

For a long moment, he looks at me, and I look at him. I do not know him; I never bothered knowing him. Out of the trio, he was probably the least memorable, and I didn’t even bother with the other two.

Yet here he is, and he is crying.

“I’m scared,” he says, and his voice is audibly shaken. A man a bit older than me sobs quietly, and I believe him; I can hear the fear in his voice.

“That girl…that woman is doing something to me,” he says. “I don’t know what, and I can’t even fight against it, but I know she does something.” He pulls himself even closer, groaning from pain. “I almost died and maybe will die because of her. I do not know her, yet I did jump over the wall and even wanted to sacrifice myself to keep her and her sister alive.”

He then pauses.

“It’s terrifying. I don’t even know if I’m me anymore.” His hand touches me, and his voice becomes full of pleading. “Please, I beg you, stop her.”

“Did you know about what Cipher and Goldie did to Lily?” I ask.

His silence is all the answer I need.

“So why should I even bother?” I hear that my voice bears some annoyance in it. “You are lucky to be alive.”

“This is not life if I’m not myself!” he screams, and more heads turn to us. “Do you think she won’t control all of you if given a chance? I thought Goldie was scary with her hypnosis, but this woman”—he points his shaking hand at Sophie—“she is much worse!”

“I see. Should I help you, then?” I stand up, and a sword forms in my hand. “Just one word and I’ll end it all.” His eyes become full of fear, and it makes me almost smile. “Just one word and you are free.” As I say it, I keep poking his body with the tip of my sword, but he doesn’t say anything.

Unsurprisingly, he is not like Lissandra, who destroyed her world and herself the moment she got a suspicion someone was controlling her.

“Now, then, to make it clear and not beat around the bush and say it out loud,” I say loudly enough for everyone in the hideout to hear. Sophie, Isabella, Tess, Hadwin, Maya, and even barely conscious Lily are listening.

“I swear on the life of my mother and on the life of my sister, the most precious things in this world to me.” A short pause is filled with deafening silence. “Sophie, if you ever try to control me or people I care about again, I’ll kill you. I’ll do it without hesitation, and I won’t care if it happens in front of your sister.”

The silence becomes even deeper, and now everyone is looking at Sophie, who is staring at me. She seems to understand, but if not, she could ask Isabella. I’m sure the little girl can tell her how serious I am.

After saying that out loud, I feel much better. There is still a lot of anger at Sophie and her meddling with my mind, but saying these things feels as if I can’t now take a step back in case she does something like this. I won’t be able to pressure myself into thinking logically; I’ll just have to do what I said I would do.

“Okay, now that we are all on the same wavelength, there are a few things we have to do. First, Sophie, go and infuse Lily with your mana; keep her strengthened. Hadwin, you go out and use that trap to get us some sparrows. Tess, you will protect them just in case. If Lily tries to use even a speck of her mana to heal someone, you can zap her and make her unconscious until I come back with water or send Kim and the twins back with it.”

I glance around the room, and no one seems to be complaining, no one other than Lily.

“You!” I point a finger at Lily. “Stay put. Maya will heal on her own, and if her bones don’t fix themselves normally, we can break them again, and then you will heal her.”

Lily doesn’t seem to like it. She exchanges looks with Tess. The young blond woman smiles at Lily, but her eyes remain somewhat cold, clearly indicating she will zap her if needed.

I ignore Maya’s terrified look, and I do not even mention Frost’s.

Then I leave the hideout. As many times before, even this seems to be my fault. I shouldn’t have killed Cipher, and I should be more careful when attacking the deer. But at the same time, things could be much worse if I did not do these things.

But consequences are here, and the best thing I can do now is to help Kim and maybe these two little brats, get some water, and beat up some copycat bear.

And there is one more thing.

I quickly put some distance between me and the hideout, once again under the wall, and when I send my mana toward the top, I can still feel waves of kinetic energy. Is the bear trying to learn how to control it? Goddamned monsters in Hell Difficulty.

But first things first. I open up my left hand and look at the palm that has continued to bother me ever since the start of the floor. The weird feeling of itching is now even worse, and for the first time, I can feel intricate patterns of mana inside of it. Circuits I’m barely able to perceive, yet I know they are there, and on the skin of my palm, a pattern appears.

A pattern looking exactly like a Peacemaker, the strongest defensive item in the world of the second floor. An item that I got from Lissandra and that I held with my left hand, exactly as the pattern is etched into my skin.

Interesting, isn’t it? But this much is enough.

I coat my right arm in an oscillating mana and cut off my left hand.


CHAPTER 44
ENVY



Iglance at my severed left hand and burn the stump with thermal energy to stop the bleeding. Immediately after, I form a hand made of mana. I move the fingers and increase the density of the mana.

For now, this should do. I can’t have Lily restore my arm in the state she is in now.

Now then, since I’ve calmed down a bit, I should pick my rewards, right?

The kill of the Level 159 deer got me a whopping two levels, and I also completed my side quest that required me to get all of my skills over Level 20.

It’s time to get my rewards before I start moving.

Congratulations, you have completed your Side Quest. You can now select one of the offered Passive skills, which have been determined based on your performance so far in the tutorial.

Passive Skill: Kinetic Momentum (Rare)

The user’s manipulation of kinetic energy becomes fluid and seamless, allowing them to effortlessly transfer kinetic force between their body, weapons, and projectiles, increasing overall impact and damage.

Passive Skill: Mana-Fortified Resilience (Rare)

The user’s resilience strengthens with their current mana reserves, boosting resistance to physical strain, and also enhancing resistance to various energies.

Passive Skill: Mana Convergence (Rare)

The user’s mana manipulation abilities allow them to merge multiple streams of mana into a concentrated form, amplifying the potency and efficiency of their mana-based attacks and defenses.

Passive Skill: Swift Recovery (Uncommon)

The user’s natural healing rate is slightly accelerated, allowing them to recover from injuries and wounds more quickly, particularly when their mana levels are high.

Passive Skill: Thermal Conversion Mastery (Uncommon)

The user’s expertise in converting kinetic energy to thermal energy expands, allowing them to efficiently convert a higher percentage of kinetic energy into intense heat, resulting in more potent thermal-based attacks.

Passive Skill: Thermal Channeling (Uncommon)

The user can channel thermal energy into their mana-infused weapons or constructs, imbuing them with scorching heat that increases their damage potential.

Passive Skill: Mana Forge (Uncommon)

The user’s mastery of mana manipulation enables them to shape and mold mana into slightly more intricate and powerful constructs, granting their creations enhanced durability and destructive capabilities.

Passive Skill: Mana Overload Absorption (Rare)

The user’s mana pathways have the capacity to absorb excess mana, mitigating the negative effects of mana overloads and preventing potential mana instability or backlash.

Passive Skill: Energy Channeling (Rare)

The user has mastered the art of channeling various energies into their mana-infused weapons or constructs, achieving a seamless integration of different energy types.

As often, the options are beautiful, but is there a need to think? I know what I need right now.

I pick Passive Skill: Mana-Fortified Resilience (Rare) and close my eyes to endure the pain.

There is only one option that makes me hesitate: Passive Skill: Energy Channeling (Rare). It could give me an immediate and massive boost, but it’s also something I know I’ll solve and improve on my own.

Mana Forge sounds good, but I’ll learn it on my own; I’m already halfway there.

Mana Overload? That’s for weaklings. I’ll control my mana; I won’t allow it to go wild. A bit of danger spices things up a little and forces me to improve my hold over my mana much faster.

And as many times, something tells me that in the long run, it’s better to learn stuff on my own rather than just rely on the system and automatic usage of skills. I saw the difference between me and people from Hard Difficulty.

After the pain stops, I squat and look down at my cut-off hand. The changes going on in it are now much faster; my mana doesn’t passively fight against them, and the hand closes its fist and shrinks. With [Perception], I can barely feel anything no matter how I look at it, and as before, even now, [Disruption] doesn’t seem to have any effect on it. None at all.

Is this some delayed hidden reward for finishing the second floor on a higher difficulty? Is this an aftereffect of using the strongest defensive item on the planet, an item whose rarity is way beyond “rare”?

Well, I’ll deal with it later. I grab the cut-off hand and throw it inside one of the houses, making sure to remember which one it is. Then I release my Mana Regulator and observe my body.

Good, the new passive seems to work beautifully. I release the Mana Regulator even more, and my heart pumps massive amounts of kinetic energy through my body. Yet even then, the body seems to be okay with that much strain.

My current passive is a weird one. The higher my mana levels are, the better it works, but if I use thirty percent of my mana to create another javelin or orb full of tricolored mana, the efficiency will dramatically reduce, surely enough for it to feel like a lower rarity than “rare.” But, me being me and having massive amounts of mana, the passive feels much stronger than it should be.

I breathe in deeply and then slip into [Focus], making the world lose its colors as I propel myself high in the air with only one push. The acceleration strains my body; a huge burst of kinetic energy accumulates as well, but it’s okay; the new passive deals with all of it.

When I land on top of the wall, the bear throws a wave of kinetic energy at me. I absorb and hold it as I slowly walk toward the bear, still at the top of the wall, its heart tearing and healing constantly as it produces kinetic energy it isn’t able to hold. It shoots the energy into its surroundings or reverberates its bones.

The bear now barely has any fur left. A giant monster has half of its body covered in decaying muscles, with no fur, and its head is just one massive white skull with its face melted from before. Its mouth is open in a soundless roar.

I absorb two more waves and then shoot all that energy at the monster, my wave piercing through its defense and pushing it backward.

My heart beats in the same rhythm as the bear’s, and I throw more kinetic energy at it, stripping it of even more of its flesh and damaging its heart.

The green flames roar into existence, covering its entire chest, and blocking my next attack pushes the bear even further. The monster tilts its head and shoots kinetic energy at me in a similar way, only for me to totally absorb it and shoot it back at him, finally throwing it off the wall.

As it is falling down, I jump off and follow it, transferring energy generated by my heart into bright yellow flames that are hotter than ever before, tunneled into a thin stream that heats the air as it roars through it, engulfing the bear in flames.

At the same time, a mana projectile forms behind me, and I start [Redistributing] and infusing mana into it, helping myself with surge as much as I can, my body able to endure it all now.

When the burning bear hits the ground, creating a small crater, the projectile flies at it while I propel myself higher. Immediately after hitting it, the projectile explodes in a massive heatwave, followed by a shockwave, and then a terrifying implosion that pulls even the bear’s massive body closer to where the center of my projectile used to be.

I let myself fall down, and with a push of kinetic energy, I send away all the dust and reveal the bear that is still there, green mana glowing around its body, restoring its muscles, fur, and even eyes.

Then its heart beats, and all of this is destroyed again by rampant kinetic energy. Then the bear ignores me, putting its attention back to its heart.

[Disruption] levels up as I shoot it at the monster. [Mana Surge] levels up as I continue to boost my weapons coated in oscillating mana.

I shoot projectiles at its chest; I burn its body.

The bear continues to ignore me the entire time while all of its attention is on its heart.

KIM MIN-JAE

(What the hell is that guy doing?) Aaron complains in my head.

(Usual stuff, exploding people, nuking the city, raising eldritch abominations. You know, typical psycho stuff,) Dennis adds, and I can’t help but agree. Nathaniel isn’t exactly normal.

(We should hurry while he’s got the attention of the bear and wolves,) I send through their [Connection] that they joined me to. It doesn’t feel that bad; the wordless communication is nice, and listening to the two of them, it’s easy to guess how used to it they got.

(At this point, I’m more scared of that guy than the bear,) Aaron says.

(Don’t forget the dog. He can interrupt and join our [Connection],) Dennis adds.

We quickly move through the area, especially fast now that I’ve lowered our weight with my skill. Far away from us, I feel Nathaniel’s mana constantly exploding after he fell from the wall together with the bear, his flames burning the monster even while he was falling down.

That was the moment we decided to jump down and quickly went to get water, as it also meant that the two single-question-mark wolves moved to check what was happening.

Still, I can’t help but feel a hint of envy, hearing the way the twins talk about Nathaniel. Even cheeky as they are, I can hear reverence and admiration in their voices.

I want that. I want people to admire me, to talk about me in the way they talk about Nathaniel. I want them to compare other people to me.

It’s silly, I know, but I can’t do anything about it. Ever since the start of the floor, I can’t help but keep comparing myself to him.

I thought it would be different here, but in the end, it’s the same. I keep comparing myself to others the same way I kept comparing myself to my siblings back on Earth.

So when the one-question-mark boar appears in between us and the stream of water, I do not hesitate.

I try to imitate the stance Nathaniel likes to take every time he gets serious and look toward the boar, as even my mana flares up in a similar way.

I won’t run away.


CHAPTER 45
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So, what now?

I move mana through my body and strengthen the pulses of my Kinetic Mana Heart. The bear tilts its head and tries to copy me. It fails, and energy continues to destroy its body while green mana continues to restore it.

It’s now confirmed that the bear will die on its own after its mana runs out.

But we can’t have that! What about my experience points? You won’t take them away from me!

But one thing is interesting: the bear learns, slowly but surely. So I keep showing him how I handle the kinetic energy my heart creates, and it tries to copy me. I sit there and observe it all.

It’s all very interesting. The bear—maybe because it’s created by the system, maybe because it’s undead, or maybe because it’s an animal—continues to try to handle kinetic energy in a much different way. So I keep watching it.

Oh! This one is nice. I like the way it lets the energy vibrate its bones, then absorbs a tiny bit of that energy. It feels a bit more high frequency than the one generated by my heart. Good job, undead Winnie! Try it again!

But he fails, and his body gets torn apart. The monster opens its mouth even wider and slams it shut, sending a vibrating wave of kinetic energy into its surroundings.

I absorb it, mold it, and shoot it high in the air.

Why was I even scared before? The monster is weak; its only strong point is its high defense, and it made a terrible mistake.

It tried to copy the wrong thing! My Kinetic Mana Heart is not something a chump like it can handle.

Hehe.

Finally, Kim and the twins come from behind me, all having bags filled to the brim with water. They move extremely carefully and pause for a second, their gazes on the corpses of two one-question-mark wolves.

Well, what remains of them.

“Did you kill them?” Kim points at the wolves, and I see that, once again, he is getting into a bad mood. The kid is still comparing himself to me.

That’s dumb. I’m not exactly normal, so don’t do that.

“They were weak.” A few concentrated blasts of kinetic energy were enough to deal with them.

“Your hand…” Kim says out of nowhere, and the twins look at each other.

“It’s fine, nothing to worry about. Oh, and you two little jerks. I can feel you talk behind my back. I feel your connection. If you want to talk, say it out loud, okay?”

That makes them instantly shut up, and the connection between them cuts off.

The bear fails again, and a massive wave of kinetic energy explodes from it at the epicenter, destroying the land around it and deepening the crater it is in. When it reaches me, I absorb it, and not even the trio behind me gets affected.

Now then, the system offered me a passive skill:

Passive Skill: Energy Channeling (Rare)

The user has mastered the art of channeling various energies into their mana-infused weapons or constructs, achieving a seamless integration of different energy types.

It’s something I have already tried before, but now I can try a bit harder with my Mana-Fortified Resilience, allowing me to push my body further and handle a little bit of misuse.

A sword appears in my hand, and I transfer the kinetic energy into thermal, then try to infuse it into the sword instead of shooting it outside of my body. Carefully, I consolidate both parts of [Focus] and put it all into this task. I slowly move it outside of the body, then through the handle and toward the blade.

Oh, it almost broke; let’s change the mana a bit and make it denser. Leave some space for thermal energy.

Good!

Oh, it almost exploded. Better put it more under control.

The bear shoots another wave of kinetic energy, and I absorb it and shoot back. A thin cone of energy piercing touches its chest and obliterates its heart, only for it to be restored by green, flame-like mana.

I put my [Focus] back on thermal energy and lead it a bit more carefully. Then, when the blade explodes after a small mistake, I absorb the thermal energy of the explosion. After reforming the blade, I continue to try to fill it again.

Kim says something, but I can’t hear him as I delve deeper into what I’m trying to do. Putting my entire [Focus] makes it feel as if the world around me has slowed down, and I watch it with my entire being.

Then, as if by a snap of a finger, I come to a realization and change the way I do it even more. I use [Mana Infusion] as an inspiration but make slight modifications to it, then I switch from thermal to kinetic energy.

[Redistribution - Level 26 > Redistribution - Level 27]

[Redistribution - Level 27 > Redistribution - Level 28]

Yeah, who needs passives offered by the system anyway?

Now then, what about this? I slash the sword against the tree that is some distance away from me and release the kinetic energy. The tree gets slashed diagonally, the cut being extremely clean.

Well, that’s disappointing. I could do something similar with [Oscillation]. I reform the sword into a javelin, fill it with kinetic energy, and throw it at the bear. The moment the javelin hits the bear, a thin cone of kinetic energy shoots at the point of contact, piercing the bear and allowing the javelin to dig deeper.

That’s it? A little bit more piercing damage? I could do that by boosting the javelin more or not even bothering with that and shooting kinetic energy directly. It wouldn’t be as concentrated, but it would do a lot of damage.

“Nat, are you sure it’s fine to attack it like this?” Finally, I hear Kim, and it reminds me that we need to get back with the water.

“You guys go back. I’ll join you soon. Oh, and a moment, Kim. How would you fight this bear?”

“I wouldn’t. I would run away.”

Smart guy.

“If you had to?” I ask, and he pauses.

“I would try to destroy its head and heart at the same time. Stuff like that often happens in games.”

“Oh?”

“I’ll go then, okay?” He glances at me while leaving.

“Good job with the boar. I watched how you guys killed it,” I say before they leave, and then I turn back to the bear, unable to look at Kim much longer.

I did watch them the entire time, and Kim better not think I didn’t notice him trying to copy me. What is he? A cosplayer?

But they did well, the three of them against a boar that seemed to be only a bit over or under Level 100. Kim slowed it down with his [Gravity Well]. The twins continued to confuse it with their skill, and then they slowly destroyed the monster, piece by piece. The poor boar only showed some lightning attack that Tess would laugh at and that the trio easily dodged, fighting like matadors dealing with a bull.

What I said to Kim was just a simple compliment, so why was he so damn happy?

Oh boy, it’s so bad. I’m glad I decided not to go with this passive. The idea of infusing thermal or kinetic energy into my weapons sounds good, but they all pale in comparison to my tricolored projectiles that remind me of mini-nukes.

If my projectiles were weaker, I think I would be happy. Long-range projectile infused with thermal energy for some extra damage? Sounds good!

Projectile with extra piercing power? Very nice.

While bombarding the bear for a bit longer, I come up with a few ideas that could be super interesting to use but are currently way out of my reach.

What if I infuse my projectiles with kinetic energy and make it so this kinetic energy activates once in a while, boosting the projectile? With a bit of work and some marking on my target that would allow the projectile to follow, I would be able to make homing projectiles.

I could also infuse kinetic energy into my armor, making it explode toward my attacker if I get hit. I think some tanks have it; it’s called Reactive Armor or something like that. Or I can use it to do a similar effect to [Oscillation].

For thermal, maybe I can create a mana orb that would constantly radiate some heat and heat up the room while I sleep or I’m not there. I could set stuff on fire from a long distance. Flame sword? Flame armor?

I’ll have to think a bit more. Overall, it’s not terrible, but it’s also far from good. The best thing about it is that it will allow me to infuse energies I get in the future and that might work better with my mana projectiles.

Well, now back to Undead Winnie. Even after such a long time, the bear isn’t able to control kinetic energy, and I can feel its mana reserves dwindling, so I try my new idea.

I’ll try to destroy its head and heart at the same time!

Yup, that’s quite a good idea, I say. I might be a genius or something.

So I shoot two orbs; one passes through the bear’s eye socket and into its brain, and the other one hits its chest. Tricolored mana explodes and implodes many times while I watch from a distance, and the nearly manaless bear finally dies.

[You have defeated the Undead Bear - Level 158]

[Level 109 > Level 111]

That was kind of underwhelming. Let that be a lesson for all the monsters not to try to copy me!

After I invest my stats, I glance at them. Not bad at all.

Level 111

Strength: 33

Dexterity: 31

Constitution: 92

Mana: 327

Before leaving, I also fill my bag with water and wash my face and entire head in it. I can’t even explain how refreshing it all feels. I take a small sip and decide to wait a bit longer to see if it’s safe. Tess will surely tell others to do the same. We will see how well the water will do in this world under the Decay.

After climbing the wall, I pass by a few houses and enter the one I remember, the one where I left my cut-off left hand. The hand is gone, and instead, there is a Peacemaker. But there is one huge difference from the defensive item from before.

This one is totally made from my flesh and bones. The item doesn’t radiate any mana I can perceive, yet I can feel an edge of mana circuits that are so complicated it makes my head spin just trying to perceive the tiniest part of them.

When I try to inspect it, no text appears, and the item just lies there, looking extremely creepy.

Should I burn it?

The item moves as if it’s breathing, and I notice veins and short hair on its surface as it pulsates.

I totally should burn it.


CHAPTER 46
SHALL WE TALK?



Okay, this is creepier the more I observe it. The thing, the item, is covered with my skin; veins are all over its surface, and in a few places, I can see my bones poking out. The entire thing is covered in circuits, as well as the inside of the item.

It’s oval, similarly shaped to the original Peacemaker, and its size is the same as well. When I look closer, I notice that it’s moving slightly, breathing.

Damn, should I burn it? I ask myself again.

I totally should burn it.

What the heck is it, even?

Unable to hold back my curiosity, I observe it for a while, yet I can’t even come close to finding out what it is.

Okay, it’s staying here. There’s no way I’m touching it. I’ll come back to check on it a few hours later, and who knows? It might become less creepy or start devouring the third floor.

I glance at it one more time and shudder before leaving it as it is. When I get to the hideout, everyone is inside. The water is nearly gone, and I notice that some faces are a bit cleaner than before. Someone might say it’s a waste of water, but it’s not like I blame them. There is something I do blame them for, though.

“You drank the water,” I say to Tess, and she nods.

“That’s…dumb,” I can’t help but say. I’m sure they realize it as well.

“Nat, not everyone got an upgrade like you. I think you’re underestimating how thirsty everyone was… Lily used her skill to try to get rid of anything that could be harmful, and we boiled it a bit.”

Well, I know it’s most likely safe, but the system is kind of a joker sometimes, so I wouldn’t be surprised. Even though I don’t think there was any problem with water up until now. Whatever, I guess we will see.

“How is Lily?” I ask.

“She did get to sleep after we gave her most of the meat from the sparrow that Hadwin brought back, and she also got some water. Not too quickly and not too much, but it did help a lot. Also, what happened to your hand?”

“Not sure yet. I’ll let you know in a few hours,” I answer mysteriously. I still have to find out what kind of abomination lies on the floor of that house.

Did I screw up something? Is it a reward? Is it the effect of a strong item trying to keep itself alive? Or is it… It can’t be, right?

“Haaa, Lily will be angry.” Tess sighs, and I can’t help but agree. But that’s a future problem for future Nathaniel. Screw that guy!

So I grab a bit of food and some water and get to the corner of the room to nibble on it slowly. Obviously, Biscuit immediately smells the opportunity and comes closer, just sitting on his bum and staring at me, trying to look cute.

I swear he knows! He knows that I don’t need that much food anymore, so he uses every opportunity to beg for some food from me.

(I require sustenance,) he says, and I shudder.

Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have taught him to say that. It sounded like an idea back then and Hadwin’s face was fun to look at, but now, in the dark room we are in, and sounding in my head a bit after my hand turned into some fleshy abomination, it’s downright unsettling.

Plus, he also uses eight human mana arms that grow from his back to keep him standing like some sort of giant spider while his short legs hang in the air.

The doggo is smart. He’s indirectly telling me that he will cancel his eight human arms if I give him food. He also challenges me to disrupt them so he can learn to counter my skill.

Aren’t you a cheeky one? Do you think I’ll give up that easily? Take this!

I grab him and pull him closer while I continue to boop his nose. At first, he seems shocked and then tries to get away, but I strengthen my body, as the corgi is surprisingly strong, and continue to boop his nose, which gets woofs from him.

But I do not stop.

Ten boops.

Twenty boops.

Fifty boops.

He tries to bite me, and I flick his nose and gently pull his whiskers, continuing.

As if feeling the opportunity, Isabella appears and starts poking Biscuit, laughing as the doggo, unable to resist, gives up. The mana arms disappear, and he pretends to be dead. I then give him to Isabella, who hugs him and sits next to me while holding the corpse of what used to be a mighty divine beast.

But I can see him sniff every time I take a bite of my food.

“Didn’t your sister tell you not to come near me?” I ask, curious. I’m sure the girl remembers my words from before.

“I love her, but Soph is dumb.” Isabella giggles. “She just needs to become friends with you and everything will be solved.” The little kid shrugs her shoulders and continues to pet Biscuit.

“It’s not that easy.”

“It’s easy.” Isabella snorts. “It’s just that you old people are super dumb.”

Well, it’s not that surprising a kid would think that.

“She’s scared all the time, scared for me, scared of this place, scared of you. So she does all this dumb stuff, and you are… Well, you’re safe if you’re a friend. You’re friends with Lily, Tess, and even Kim now, I think. So why not make more friends?”

I just shake my head, and she giggles again.

“…Dumb,” she mumbles under her breath, stands up, and slowly walks toward Sophie, holding the corgi. She wobbles slowly, trying not to hurt him, unwilling to let go of her prey.

To not think about useless stuff, I focus on the translucent mana on my left hand and continue to move my fingers and close them into a fist. The movement is so much better than before, and I’m even able to create some super basic mana pathways through it, reducing the effect of my missing hand on my mana flow. It’s not perfect, but I’m at the point where missing some part of my body won’t cause me much trouble.

Then, as if waiting until I’m the busiest, Kim also comes to me. Why am I so popular lately?

“Nat,” he starts carefully, and I look at him. He seems serious, yet his eyes are firm. “Please tell me how to practice.” I can see that it takes a lot of him to ask that so soon after the last time.

The fifteen-year-old boy is really proud, and I also think that asking for help is not something he is used to, judging from what he told me about his family.

At first, I want to send him away by just telling him to practice his skills as he did up until now, but then I notice his trembling hand.

Don’t look up to me. It’s…unpleasant.

As for his request, I saw him fighting multiple times. He’s doing well; his usage of his [Telekinesis] is nice and intricate. It doesn’t have as much power as Tess’s skill, but it’s more nimble, and he’s good at controlling a lot of smaller projectiles.

It’s not something I can help him much with, and I think he’s on a good path. No, the problem is that he doesn’t use [Gravity Well] much.

“Okay.” I grab a stone from the ground and throw it toward him while standing up.

The boy grabs it with his skill instead of reaching with his hand, and the stone starts to hover in front of him. Just this little interaction shows me how much all of us got used to using skills. For some of us, it becomes even more natural than using our bodies.

“Make that stone as heavy as possible while keeping it afloat with [Telekinesis].”

“But that’s constantly using two skills at once. For a while, it’s fine, but…”

I don’t say anything, and he falls silent.

“I…” he starts and shakes his head. “Okay. OKAY!” He immediately leaves, the stone following him.

Now then, I should go out and have a talk, shouldn’t I? I inform Tess that I’ll be staying outside overnight so she won’t worry about me, and I leave.

My steps are heavy, and my mind wavers the closer I get to the house where I left what used to be my left hand. As I get nearby, my heartbeat speeds up. I open the door and then close it. The sound of the lock clicking almost sounds deafening.

Then I look at the fleshy item on the ground. It’s still the same.

“Lissandra, I assume?” I say.

The item’s surface starts vibrating, transferring the motion into sound to form words. “You assume correctly. Shall we talk, little pup?”

Well, if this doesn’t complicate things.


CHAPTER 47
IMPRINT



Ihad my suspicions, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I hoped it wouldn’t be like this.

Obviously, I ended up being right.

“How much do you know?” First, I need to find out how much she knows and how much she is under the influence of the system.

“Little pup, I’m the Absolute of my planet. Obviously, I know a lot,” she answers once again. This time, I observe it a bit more and find out how terrifyingly difficult what she does is. She uses the tiniest amount of mana to vibrate the air to create soundwaves; she is even skilled enough to make them mimic her original voice.

Who the heck would even bother with that?

“System, tutorial, second floor, floor quests, third floor, repeat that.”

“I do not appreciate your tone. System, tutorial, second floor, floor quests, third floor,” she repeats.

Oh boy, this is getting fun. I move closer and sit in front of the thing that used to be my left hand. Just from a few sentences we exchange, I notice that she is a bit different from the Lissandra I knew. How do I say it? Her personality is a bit off?

“Could you explain it to me?” I say.

“I could, but first, I have to say that I’m quite disappointed by your usage of mana, little pup. I find it really inadequate.”

“I find your lack of an actual body more inadequate.”

“…”

“Go on, try to poke me again, Granny. You are not so scary any⁠—”

Before I finish, I feel a small pulse of mana from the fleshy item on the ground. The amount is so ridiculously small that I almost do not bother defending against it. It just feels like someone blowing a little bit of air from their nose. That’s how minuscule the amount is.

Yet I do remember who Lissandra was and send disruptive mana at it, even creating a shield in front of it.

The whiff of mana sent at me absorbs the disruptive mana and reflects it at me. That mana proceeds to delete my shield from existence and engulfs my entire body, totally breaking my hold over my mana. Then it hits me, sending sharp pain through my entire body.

It’s as if someone kicked my crotch, just the pain repeating all over the entirety of my body. The pain disappears as quickly as it came, but the feeling lingers behind.

“My usage of mana is trash,” I groan quietly.

The item lets out something resembling a laugh, and Lissandra continues, “You were always fun to observe, little pup.”

The Lissandra I knew on the second floor is dead, like actually dead, and the thing in front of me is something more akin to a fingerprint or imprint.

So yeah, she did try to transfer her mind to me during her last moments but wasn’t able to do so; the system is just set up that way. It doesn’t want natives of the floor to mess with our minds. Destroying our minds is fine; taking them over is a no-no.

So she came up with a plan after being unable to escape from under the influence of the system. She left her imprint, the fingerprint of her mind, inside the Peacemaker she gave me and set it up to try to infuse me when the item breaks.

While she did hope I would observe her as long as possible, in hopes that her [Singularity] might disrupt the system a bit, she also threw the Peacemaker in a way that I would use my left hand to grab it. All for a tiny chance that the hand created within the tutorial might help with all of this.

The entire plan then relied on me staying as long as possible and the Peacemaker breaking on the second floor, as she is sure passing through the portal would wipe out her imprint from the item.

And yes, the woman partially knew about the system; before the end, she learned a bit about it without letting it know. She did it all under the influence of the system that kept messing with her head.

The woman is a monster, Absolute and terrifying. Even as a copy, a much weaker version of her original self, she is able to mess with the system and show it a massive middle finger.

So, in the end, her plan did and did not work. It did work because she was able to leave her imprint on the palm of my left hand, bearing a tiny amount of her mana.

The problem—for her, not for me—is that she wasn’t able to leave my left hand and rewrite my mind. She also wasn’t able to absorb my mana to slowly restore herself either.

She says it without hesitation, easily revealing that she would have deleted my mind and replaced it with hers if she could’ve.

Probably thanks to the system still somehow limiting her or the imprint being imperfect, she is unable to do so and unable to get more mana, having to rely on the tiny amount she has now.

“So how did you even listen up until now?”

“I simply translated vibrations as you talked into words, and I often used a small amount of mana to observe a bit more. It’s all basics.”

Only someone like her could call things like this basics.

“Should I burn you? I don’t think you can do much more than cause me some pain. The system won’t allow you to rewrite my mind. Plus, if you use up all of your mana, you will disappear.”

“Both of us know you won’t do that.”

The storm is already starting to rage outside. Strong wind, ever-reaching mist, and it’s dark inside. Yet I don’t care and continue to observe the thing in front of me. How much can I learn from a being like her? How dangerous is it to keep this thing near me?

“Now then, shall we make a deal?” she says.

I move even closer and infuse one of my orbs with thermal energy, making it glow and radiate heat while it floats in the air, creating flickering shadows as the house I’m in continues to creak under the strong wind.

“It is most likely impossible for me to get a new body or continue to exist after I spend all the mana within the imprint. The system won’t allow that. So, little pup, to make it worth your time, I’ll teach you, and I will help you fix some of your terrible habits. Just enough to strengthen you a bit and share some knowledge, but not so much that it makes things too easy for you. Doing so would hinder your growth”—she pauses—“and for that, I want a simple thing.”

This time, even though her voice is made only with the help of mana, I can hear deep anger and hate in it.

“I’ll give you coordinates of my world, of a most likely dead world where only I’m still alive. When you are strong enough, you will get there and pass to me the message I will leave you.”

Even though the item contains only a tiny amount of mana, I can almost feel the terrifying pressure of someone strong enough to be called Absolute, a being way beyond any logic and someone even the system was unable to replicate or contain fully.

“And then, when the original me learns that this cheeky system dared to copy her, she will go and find it.” Her words are full of spite. “And when she finds the system or being responsible behind it, she will fuck it up.”

I’m not going to lie, Lissandra is scary, like goddamn. Who creates a copy of her consciousness just to try to screw over someone who pissed her off and dared to use her for the tutorial? Talk about holding a grudge.

I would totally do the same.

The thing is that I believe that she might just try to do that. The second floor showed us the end of her world, which was caused by the Mind Mage Emperor manipulating Champion Tristan into sacrificing his life and using [Dawn]. I believe she would survive that if that’s how her world ended.

It doesn’t matter if everyone on the planet died or if the system copied it thousands of years ago. I’m sure she would still be alive.

“First, we will do something about your body. From watching you, I understand how you like to go about things, but to be honest, it’s inadequate. Having mana keep threatening your own body is good, but it stops being funny when you keep getting wrecked by it.”

Oi, there is no need to be such a douche about that.

“Putting stats into mana is good. It’s just amazing that you didn’t use it to temper your body actively and only let the passive strain of your mana temper it.”

Temper what? Active tempering? Passive tempering? Why does it all sound so interesting?

“You have to talk. I won’t be wasting my mana just because it’s bothersome for you to open your mouth.”

Ouch, that did sting a little.

“Tell me more about active tempering,” I say.

“I still dislike your tone. Even now, it somewhat pisses me off. Your eyes were the same,” she says with a hint of amusement. “That’s what made it so fun to watch. But enough nonsense. There are multiple ways to go about it, but the easiest would be to do what you were doing up until now, just more actively.”

Why do I have a feeling that this is going to hurt?

“There is no need to wait. We can start right away. We will use the thing you created around your heart to send strong waves of kinetic energy through your body and pummel it until it either breaks or becomes stronger.”

I knew it.


CHAPTER 48
ACTIVE TEMPERING



Lissandra is built differently. Oh, I don’t mean her current state. Nope, the woman shares with me multiple ways to manipulate my mana to be able to go through what she calls active tempering.

I don’t understand at all.

She continues to dumb it down more and more to the point where she complains that even animals could do it.

I won’t refute that. I know multiple deer, bears, and one corgi that would totally be able to do that. I’ve long known that the most dangerous mages will be from the zoo.

Lissandra then tries to explain, and I can hear her getting more and more annoyed. I would expect her to be a lot more patient, being as old and powerful as she is, but she has absolutely no patience with her students.

She is impossibly powerful and talented beyond belief, so for her, something like moving mana on a subatomic level sounds like basics.

“Okay, I’ll dumb it down even more, little pup. You will activate the thing you call Kinetic Mana Heart, then you need to use the thing you call Mana Regulator to feed it as much mana as you can handle. After that, I want you to weaken your passive skill; otherwise, it will weaken the effect of tempering. First, we will temper your body with kinetic energy. You will have to change output a bit, frequency should be like…” She says some mumbo-jumbo difficult terms I do not understand. “Then you will use different frequency on your bones, but at the same time, you have to temper your muscles too, also with different frequency.”

It all sounds reasonable, and the results she promises are all amazing. Nothing too excessive for first active tempering, but I can continue to improve on it.

“You will have to keep infusing your body with your mana, but not as you usually do. That’s what amateurs do. You need to be more precise and not just throw it around uselessly. You are wasting so much of it.”

It’s all good, but damn, somehow she pisses me off. Is it because we are so similar?

“Your tone pisses me off,” I say out loud.

Short silence.

“Would you say that to me when I had my body?” she asks, annoyance clear in her voice.

“No, you would beat me up.”

“…I would.”

It takes half a night and enough testing to make my head spin, but I’ve somewhat taken a grasp of that, and we will try it on my arm first before going at it with my entire body.

So now, I’m taking a short break to relax and calm down before we get to it. All while the air still rages outside and the room continues to be lit with a mana orb filled with thermal energy that I made a bit bigger.

From past experience, I know that there are barely any monsters so close to the wall—even during the night, we didn’t meet any—so the entire process shouldn’t be interrupted.

“Why are you so slow? Move your mana faster.”

Yeah, the mighty used-to-be-absolute-but-is-now-creepy-brooch-made-from-flesh-and-bones continues to complain.

“Again, you are controlling it like a kid doing its first mana exercises. Be more delicate and do not waste so much of it.”

Are all the geniuses like this? Is it because she is a grumpy old grandma? Actually, is she even a grandma? Ruby was close to one hundred, and she looked barely over twenty. Could even Lissandra look to be twenty years old if she wanted to?

“Actually, I might even have seen kids better at handling mana than you,” the brooch made of flesh and bones continues.

Is she not going to stop? I’m staying quiet in hopes that she will stop, but I’ve been unsuccessful.

“This is better. Now make it a bit denser and even. You can start sending kinetic energy through your body. Do not forget about the frequency.”

How could I when you keep reminding me every five seconds?!

“You are thinking something rude, aren’t you?”

“Your personality seems to be different from the you I met on the second floor,” I say honestly. This version of Lissandra, the imprint as she calls it, seems to be a bit more talkative and less dignified.

“That much is to be expected. It was the first time for me to create an imprint of my mind,” Lissandra answers.

“What?”

“I knew only a bit of theory and logic behind it. It’s not like I had any want or need to duplicate my mind before.”

That monster. The imprint she did leave on Peacemaker and that got transferred to the palm of my hand is so delicate, with an infinite number of thin mana circuits. She was working with a tiny amount of mana yet was able to copy her thinking and keep so much of her skill. A skill so close to creation.

And no matter how hard I try, I can’t get to observe it properly. Even when I perceive the tiniest edge of the imprint, my head starts hurting in between my eyes.

“Now focus, or you will lose your arm again. From what I heard, it’s something you are used to at this point, but it’s kind of pathetic.”

She also really knows where to hit to make it hurt.

I breathe in and filter out the noises from outside after checking my stats one more time.

Level 111

Strength: 33

Dexterity: 31

Constitution: 92

Mana: 327

[Focus] activates, and I consolidate it through the newest upgrade. The world becomes black and white, even feeling as if the time somehow slows down. Lissandra says something, but I’m not listening.

From this point, it’s up to me.

I calm my beating heart and then set Mana Regulator to twenty percent and start sending kinetic energy through my body.

While my heart beats audibly and the energy flows through me, I move my mana in the way Lissandra showed me and start sending it everywhere. I infuse my bones, muscles, ligaments, nervous system, and veins. As always, when I focus a lot, my head starts hurting, and I hear ringing in my ears that also quickly gets ignored by my [Focus].

Taking another deep breath, I release that energy tentatively into our surroundings. I change the frequency beforehand, and unlike when I’m normally using it, the waves are smaller and the noise it makes is more pitched.

That seems good so far.

In the next step, I weaken my newest passive that helps me to endure strain on my body. Then I also turn off the Reinforcement construct and make sure I’m not using Symbiotic Transference. Lissandra, after observing me for a bit, said that setting my Mana Regulator to twenty percent of the output of Kinetic Mana Heart should be fine and that I should try to temper only my left arm to get used to it.

But how about thirty percent?

My regulator setting changes, and thirty percent of my mana starts flowing into the Kinetic Mana Heart, sending waves of kinetic energy through a nearly as weak as possible body.

Left arm? How about if I try it on my entire body? I delve deeper, and the voice of Lissandra gets filtered out as well as the wind outside and the creaking of the house.

Right now, only me and my body exist.

Deep breath in. Hold. Deep breath out.

Let’s go with forty percent.

I change the regulator once again and focus on infusing my body with mana in ways I just learned while also grabbing hold of kinetic energy and collecting it in my body. It starts to react to the pressure much stronger now that I’m not strengthened by Reinforcement and the passive is weakened.

As soon as I feel my body is infused properly, I grab hold of the kinetic energy and start sending it, this time not out of my body, but through my body. I adjust the kinetic energy slightly and also alter its frequency.

Immediately, I feel as if someone starts pummeling my body with a massive hammer while shaking it. It’s getting hard to focus, and the pain feels omnipresent and constant. I get bruised even in the parts where I feel I’m doing it perfectly. The energy just continues to hammer into me, to temper my body, putting a lot of strain on it. Only thanks to my body being properly infused with mana and thanks to the special frequency of kinetic energy does my body absorbs some strain so I do not get torn apart. Yet it hurts; it hurts so much.

I keep getting more and more wounds every time I lose my focus even for a split second, but I force myself and continue.

A minute passes.

Two minutes.

Three minutes.

One of my eyes explodes because I lose focus and the frequency of the thread of kinetic energy changes for a second.

Four minutes.

Five minutes.

Lissandra said five minutes is a good start and the maximum I should do on my first try.

Six minutes.

Seven minutes.

Another wound that feels somewhat serious, but I continue.

Eight minutes.

I changed the setting on my Mana Regulator again, but this time, I’m not even sure to what percentage. The world for me becomes just my body and two energies I have to handle: the kinetic energy that can kill me at any second and the mana that I use to infuse my body with.

At some point, I notice some imperfections and change the frequency a bit, using a bit less mana to infuse my body.

The pain strengthens, but the efficiency improves.

Good.

Then, who knows how much later, I stop. Right after, I set up my regulator again and, at the same time, turn back on Reinforcement and the passive, as well as start to strengthen my body with Symbiotic Transference.

I open my eyes—my single eye—and turn it to the fleshy brooch still lying there on the ground in front of me.

This time, Lissandra doesn’t say anything.


CHAPTER 49
FOUR CONDITIONS FULFILLED



Did I lose consciousness?

NOPE!

Am I happy? Yup. That’s kind of rare. Also, my left arm didn’t explode. Sure, there are some massive bruises, a few cracked bones, and a missing pinkie on my leg. A missing eye. An ear that nearly tore off. Plenty of hurt inner organs. Nothing Lily wouldn’t be able to handle.

But! Look at this.

Level 111

Strength: 43

Dexterity: 41

Constitution: 112

Mana: 327

Strength and Dexterity went up by 10 points each, and Constitution increased by 20 points! That’s like getting thirteen levels’ worth of stats, just by trying a little bit. That sounds all too good. I’ll have to get Lily to heal me and try again; maybe I can improve on the process.

A few skills also leveled up.

[Mana Infusion - Level 21 > Mana Infusion - Level 22]

[Mana Infusion - Level 22 > Mana Infusion - Level 23]

[Mana Infusion - Level 23 > Mana Infusion - Level 24]

[Focus - Level 33 > Focus - Level 34]

Good, very good! My body hurts like hell, and I will most likely get killed by Lily, but right now, I’m happy.

“How are you even alive?” the creepy thing on the floor asks.

I ignore it. Not even a rude talking brooch will dampen my good mood.

“Well, anyways, there are still some parts where you are seriously lacking. It’s called active tempering, not active ruiningyourownbody.”

“Huh. It’s not the same?” I answer.

Also, isn’t she too similar to me? Is it because of imprint imperfections, or is she somehow affected by me, seeing as she’s made from my hand and stuff?

Lissandra then continues to diss the entire process I did. She calls me dumb multiple times and says my mana manipulation is barely better than that of a five-year-old child. But I sit there and listen. Even though she is rude, she gives some really good pointers, and now that I’ve gone through it, there is a bit more I can understand.

I find that I’m already getting used to this grumpy and high-standard imprint of terrifyingly powerful Absolute. Yet she is so different from the fake I met on the second floor. It’s hard for me to bring myself to hate her for killing Ruby. Another reason is [Focus], which keeps all these emotions at bay and my knowing that Ruby would have died anyway.

Still, I need to be careful. I know for sure that she is willing to take over my body and mind the moment an opportunity arrives. She will do it without a moment of hesitation.

Then, the more we talk, the more I realize that its personality is really not perfect, as it also said. The imprint is not as dignified; it’s missing some memories that Lissandra probably didn’t want to share even with the imprint, as she probably thought of the imprint as a different being from her. So she just gave it basics to make sure it would do what she wanted and have some skill to maybe take over someone from the tutorial and get out and then use coordinates to get to her original self.

Yet the system messed with her plans a bit, either actively or passively.

Well, it’s not like it matters that much. I just need to get said coordinates, as it’s something that interests me as well, and then I also need to learn as much as possible from it before it spends all of its mana.

“So, little pup, you can’t do it too often. I remind you of it once again. Even if you can handle it, your circuit and your pathways won’t be able to. Also, the next time, you will have to use even stronger energy to temper your body, or the result will be minimal, if it works at all.”

It’s as I expected, but it doesn’t matter. Getting a way to permanently strengthen my body without spending stat points on useless, inferior stats is good enough. I’m curious about what else she is hiding from me.

Give me all the information, secrets, and hidden techniques! I need to know!

“Why did you look like a grandma back then?” I ask.

The brooch silences.

“Even Ruby looked young; there is no way you wouldn’t be able to.”

It’s still quiet, and I can nearly hear it thinking about using its precious mana to torture me once again. I bet Lissandra is not used to people talking to her like this. Hell, just a single sneeze from her fake original self could probably kill me if she was not careful.

Then the brooch sighs; it’s so weird that it almost makes me laugh. “There was no need to. And yes, just having your body at a certain level and strengthened with stats or mana is enough to keep your youthful appearance or even make some older people look younger.”

“Were you hot when you were young?” I can’t help but ask. Seeing her being so unsure about what to do now that she is a brooch somehow makes me want to bully her. To pay back for all the bullshit she did to me in this way.

But then a tiny bit of mana flies at me, and I jump up, sending a few shields toward it. The mana passes through them as if they do not exist. It almost looks like some weird version of [Disruption] that ignores my mana.

Then it continues to track me slowly before speeding up and hitting me.

Nothing happens.

“Uh?” I scan my body multiple times, not finding anything at all. Not a speck of mana, not what she did. She is probably just pretending to attack me and trying to throw me off.

I still start getting nervous.

“Silly little pup, you know what people fear the most?” the fleshy brooch says darkly while lying there unmoving in the middle of the room, barely lit by my mana orb filled with thermal energy.

It’s creepy.

“People fear the most things they don’t understand. They fear the unexpected. Because when you don’t know something and don’t expect something, you can’t prepare yourself to defend against it,” Lissandra continues.

The wind rages outside, and the creaking of the house now becomes louder.

“Now then, little pup, keep thinking about what I did, and keep expecting my revenge. It might even take some time and you forget about it, but I promise when you expect it the least, you will get your lesson for your potty mouth. Or maybe not. Maybe I’m trying to trick you and didn’t want to waste more of my mana.”

Then the silence fills the room, and the brooch looks somehow satisfied. Yup, this imprint really differs from Lissandra.

“So that means you weren’t hot?” I can’t help but say.

“Motherfuc—”

Lissandra went to sleep, or whatever brooches do when they are tired. What an assholish and petty grandma. She refutes it, but now I’m sure she has become somewhat similar to me. She probably just doesn’t want to accept the fact that her imprint was imperfect to the point where it got affected by me. I swear when I meet her original self, I’ll have my revenge.

But for now, before the night ends, I can look into two of my skills.

[Disruption] and [Oscillation].

These are the skills I’ve been thinking about a lot lately. Now that I have a better idea of how the system works and after talking to Lissandra, something seems amiss.

[Disruption] is what I use to disrupt mana, but from its name, it should be used to disrupt everything. It’s not called [Mana Disruption]. So should I be able to disrupt the connection between some materials? At much higher levels, could I disrupt the connection between cells?

Then there is [Oscillation], which I mostly use to oscillate mana, to vibrate it, to make it more, and then I use it to increase the cutting force of my weapons. Once again, it’s not called [Mana Oscillation].

After observing some monsters and watching Lissandra’s weird mana just pass through my shields, something about them feels off. It’s almost as if they should be just one skill, and they haven’t been growing as much as I would like them to. Is it a problem caused by having two skills with somewhat similar effects?

I don’t know, but I asked Lissandra for a few hints and got some. So now, I’ll try to combine them.

It’s totally possible to combine two skills into one. If they are similar, it’s easier, but if their effects are too different, it’s almost impossible. That’s where I think there might be a skill combination token in the future.

The system likes its tokens.

But enough of that. I enter [Focus] once again, ignore my wounds, and start using both of these skills at once.

[Disruption] is more intangible, while [Oscillation] is more physical, but I try to use the second one on a piece of wood in my hand while attempting to apply the first one. The feeling is weird, so different, yet so similar. There’s something both of the skills have in common.

At first, I try to use both skills at once, but after hours of feeling like it leads to nothing, I just use one of them while trying to use it as the other one.

Even the creepy brooch wakes up and surprisingly gives me a few pointers. I continue, and hours pass as I keep failing, only to receive a few more tips mixed with complaints about my terrible mana handling. But this time, I don’t filter her voice out and listen as her voice guides me through the process.

Lissandra easily identifies what I’m trying to do and even knows where I should go to get a good result, so she guides me there.

She doesn’t give me everything on a silver platter, not at all. She makes me practice, try, and fail, all while leading me to the point where I come up with ideas and questions on my own.

I dislike her, but she is extremely skilled.

Then the night passes and the day comes. I once again lost track of time, and multiple hours passed when finally the notification sounded.

Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill by combining [Disruption] and [Oscillation].

You have acquired a new skill: [Resonance]

[Resonance - Level 0 > Resonance - Level 9]

Haaa…my levels… Why am I even surprised?

Congratulations, you have fulfilled four out of four conditions required to use the Beyond Difficulty entrance token!

You can now enter Beyond once every four months.

Ehm, what?


CHAPTER 50
FIRST TRIAL



That’s kind of unexpected. I don’t mind free gifts, but I barely get any time to be happy about my new skill, and now the system is throwing this at me.

So the last requirement was to combine skills? Is it always this requirement, or does it differ from person to person? Knowing the system, I won’t get any answers anytime soon.

But there is something that interests me even more.

You can enter Beyond once every four months.

First, the difficulty higher than Hell is called Beyond. Second, I can go there only once every four months, meaning I will be staying in Hell Difficulty and only be sent there for something like missions? For how long? Days, weeks, months?

Is there any hidden requirement that would allow me to go there permanently, or is that how Beyond works? It kind of makes sense as the token was called “Beyond Difficulty entrance token” and not “Beyond Difficulty change token.”

Oh boy, I’m curious. I want to go there. But I can’t right now. I need to get healed and get my missing eye and left hand restored. I also need to at least test [Resonance] and make sure a few people are taken care of. I might be gone for a long time.

Now, I’m curious about the Community.

Easy Difficulty 1350/2000

Normal Difficulty 880/1000

Hard Difficulty 275/500

Hell Difficulty 50/250

Beyond 3/10

Community Tournament (unavailable)

Well, here it is, the new spot I couldn’t see up until now.

Noname - Mana is the best stat.

Savant - I thought you would never get there.

Obviously, this person is already there.

Noname - 3/10 means that 10 people got into the Beyond Difficulty right from the start or does 10 mean that only 10 people can get to Beyond?

Savant - Probably the second. There are 3 of us right now, and the other guy didn’t say anything up until now, no matter what I tried. He can either be someone like us that got there, or it’s as you said, and 10 people started in Beyond, and he is the only one alive.

Both of these options sound assholish enough, so knowing the system, it could be either.

Noname - Combining skills as one of the requirements. Four requirements in total?

Savant - Yes.

Noname - Did you enter Beyond already?

Savant - What do you think?

Haaa, obviously, Savant went there already. How the heck are they that fast? Am I that slow and held back by others, or is there something else?

Noname - Want to share some info?

Savant - Nope.

Noname - Understandable.

Savant - Yes.

I switch to Hell Community, and no matter what I try, everything gets censored. I can’t mention a higher difficulty. It doesn’t censor it; it straight-up refuses to send the message.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Dang it.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Look at who it is. Noname, you are so dead. Grumpy continued to look for you.

Oh boy.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Poor girl kept spamming the Community.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I was…occupied.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - I’m sure she will understand, heh.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Leave the poor guy alone; he is too busy. Lately, he only lurks around and keeps reading the messages without talking in the Community at all.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - My social batteries are empty.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - The heck? This is just a chat.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - So?

What difference does it make? I count it as socializing.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - You have problems.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I bet you send voice messages to people instead of texting.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Why do I feel like I just got insulted even though it’s something normal? Did you guys not use voice messages?

I turn off the chat after trying to get in some other keywords, but the system censors everything.

The next thing I try is my new skill, [Resonance]. As I create a blade made of mana instead of [Oscillation], which no longer exists, I use the new skill, and the blade starts vibrating. It’s similar to the lost skill, yet there’s something unfamiliar about it.

Where [Oscillation] used to vibrate my mana to increase the cutting force of my attack, the new skill feels as if space itself is vibrating, resonating along the edge of my blade. When I push the sword into the wall next to me, it slides through it with ease.

There is no sound, no audible vibrations like before. The blade continues to resonate, and even without further testing, I can say it’s much sharper than before.

It’s something like a concept now instead of focusing on vibrating mana. I create another sword made of my mana, making it dense to the point that streaks of light blue mana start appearing, then slash against it.

The sword without [Resonance] applied gets cut apart with such ease that it surprises even me. As the cut sword starts dissipating, I reach out and send [Resonance] at it, like I would have before, and the mana falls apart. This part doesn’t feel too different, but I can tell it’s only because of my lack of practice or maybe my low level of the skill.

Good, I like it. I like it very much.

“Little pup, your use of that skill is terrible.”

Here we go again.

The brooch is left behind in the house. There’s no way I’m touching it or bringing it with me. Even what I’m doing now, I consider a risk. Lissandra could try to affect me or do something to me “wirelessly.” I bet her chances of affecting me would be higher if I touched the brooch.

Sure, we have a deal, but I’d rather not test it.

When I finally reach the hideout, the first person I meet is Kim. He’s still practicing, but the moment he sees me, the stone hovering next to him falls down with a loud thump.

I pass by him, and the next one to welcome me is Biscuit.

(Sustenance!) he shouts.

Damn, I really should teach him more sophisticated words; he seems to like them. He might even forget about “asshole.”

“Good boy.” I quickly pet him. If I do it often enough, he’ll associate it with his use of polite words, and everything will be good.

Before I realize it, a purple tentacle appears. It slowly reaches toward my face and touches the empty socket where my eye used to be. The tentacle gently caresses me there, and the dog tilts his head while looking at me.

“It’s fine.” I boop his nose. How can a doggo that looks so much like a burrito be so cute?

I stand up, and then my eyes—well, my eye—meet Lily’s gaze.

At first, she just freezes on the spot, and the smile that appears on her face quickly disappears. She stares at me, and I look back. She moves closer, this time not looking as angry as before.

When she’s close enough, I notice two of her fingers are missing and she has multiple wounds all over her body. There’s even a deep scar on her neck that’s slowly healing.

“I can wait,” I say as she reaches out and places her hand under my cheek, her finger gently touching the skin near my missing eye.

“I know you can.” Lily’s voice is weak as she says so.

“It doesn’t hurt much, and I’m not in a hurry. You can heal yourself first.”

Her warm mana enters my body, and I let it. Soon, it starts healing my eye. It’s an interesting sensation, a mix of disgust and itchiness like there’s an insect crawling inside my eye socket.

“Is it worth it? Enduring all this pain, all this bloodshed,” she asks in a hushed tone.

Wanting to give her a sincere answer, I think it over, and in the end, there’s only one word I can say. “Yes.”

Our eyes meet, and through my [Perception], I see her two missing fingers, the slash on her neck, a deep wound on her belly, and a cut on her leg. Her hands are shaking, and I can see how hard this is for her. All the wounds are fresh. Maybe she ventured outside to level; maybe she wanted to fight; maybe she went looking for me. Then she partially healed her body, conserving her mana for some other reason. For someone else that might need it.

Such a silly girl.

“You are so stu⁠—”

“Both of us are stupid now,” she interrupts. “The two stupidest people in this tutorial. You and me.”

“I guess…” I can’t say much to that, not after last night and the active tempering I went through. “There’s no easy way. It might not even become easier, or it might not be worth it at all in the end,” I begin, reaching out to pinch her small nose. Her eyes widen more than when she first saw my missing eye.

I always wanted to do that.

“But I can tell you this: if you give it your all and try your hardest, you won’t regret it, regardless of the outcome.”

Her only reply is a nod.

A few days pass. I train, I heal. I level up a bit more. I share as much as I can with Tess, who also plans to enter Beyond in the future, as she already used her upgrade token. But I make sure to keep it a secret from the others. Some might want to go there, but I think they would most likely die. I’ll know more after I get there.

So yeah. I tell them I’m going on a mission from the system and I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. Lily and Kim seem the most reluctant to let me go, but in the end, they don’t protest much. They have food and water, and it seems we’re in a safe area. If they stay put, there shouldn’t be any problems.

Lissandra remains in the same spot; I still refuse to touch that thing. However, I’ve learned something from her in the past few days. She’s an asshole, but she has a lot of knowledge and has shared some of it with me. She doesn’t know anything about “Beyond,” either due to imperfections or because it’s something the system deleted.

I check my stats before using the entrance token.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 246d 21h 31m 36s

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

Level 114

Strength: 43

Dexterity: 41

Constitution: 113

Mana: 340

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Subclass: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Level 34

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 34

Perception - Level 29

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 29

Armament - Level 32

Mana Surge - Level 22

Mana Infusion - Level 24

Resonance - Level 12

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

Then I give Sophie one more warning look and boop Biscuit’s nose and caress Isabella’s head. Who knows when I’ll come back?

When I get out and a bit further from the hideout, I activate the token without any further hesitation, and the entrance appears next to me. I enter and find myself in a clearing in the middle of the forest. The clearing is surrounded by trees on all sides, and there are two suns in the sky.

It’s the exact replica of the first floor.

Notifications pop up.

Welcome to the Beyond’s first trial! Congratulations on fulfilling all the requirements.

Then there are cracking sounds, and from behind the trees, a monster enters the clearing: a massive gray bear with glowing orange eyes and sparks of the same color floating around him. The bear takes a step closer.

[Cinderbear - Level 120]

That doesn’t seem that bad. So is Beyond the tutorial all over, just much harder? Or is it to filter out the people the same way the first floor did, and only then does it start?

But before I can think further, glowing orange sparks appear all around the clearing. Then they are set ablaze, and from each of them, a monster steps out.

[Cinderbear - Level ??]

[Cinderbear - Level ?]

[Cinderbear - Level 134]

[Cinderbear - Level ??]

[Cinderbear - Level ??]

[Cinderbear - Level ?]

[Cinderbear - Level 101]

Dozens of massive bears appear around me. At the same time, their mana blazes up, and I feel a massive pressure reaching toward me as a new window pops up in front of me.

Beyond’s first trial. Objective: Survive for one hour.


CHAPTER 51
PHANTOM



The pressure on my body intensifies even more as multiple Cinderbears attack. I slip into [Focus], and [Resonance] activates at the same time. The air, the space around me, resonates according to my will, and I change its frequency multiple times until the effects of the attack disappear and I’m freed.

Just in time, I redirect as much kinetic energy as possible toward the ground under me, making it explode as I push myself high. I quickly move to the side as a dozen or so sparks barely miss me.

The ones that are about to touch me, I dissipate with [Resonance] and push myself far in the distance, away from dozens of Cinderbears. The forest behind me immediately explodes under the heat and flames, and I can feel them following me.

The heck!

I don’t even have time to complain as another wave of pressure hits me, pulling me down to the ground. I track its source and immediately create two javelins that I fill with kinetic energy and shoot toward the source.

The bear there just uses its spark and appears in a different place, once again reaching toward me.

I cancel out the attack with my skill and propel myself even further, only to be met with a dozen more glowing orange sparks that soon blaze up into massive flames, and even more Cinderbears step out.

Okay.

Okay!

I immediately stop, and instead of running, I start to release my Mana Regulator, and the Kinetic Mana Heart beats loudly.

I will fuck you up.

Dark blue armor appears on my body, and my head gets covered by a helmet without any holes. I send perceiving mana into my surroundings. My heart sends waves of kinetic energy through my body, and I use half of it to strengthen myself while collecting the remainder.

Dozens of mana orbs form around me, and I anchor them to my core. With [Mana Surge], I start spinning them around my body, further boosting them with kinetic energy while continuing to make them denser, but not to the point where tricolored mana appears.

A loud whistling noise sounds around me, along with the roars of the bears as I land on the ground.

The first bear dashes at me, the air around him wavering because of heat, and I sling two orbs at his head, one after another. The first one, filled with kinetic energy, explodes, dissipating some hot air around him, and the other, a bit denser, pierces his skull and immediately kills the monster.

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - Level 116]

I absorb the remaining thermal energy from his body and transfer it into kinetic energy, sending more orbs toward the weaker monsters.

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - Level 106]

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - Level 119]

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - Level 118]

A stronger one sends sparks toward me, and before I can cancel them, he uses one to materialize near me. An extremely strong wave of heat reaches me. At the same moment, [Redistribution] activates, and I grab hold of all of that thermal energy, fighting with the bear for control over it. I focus on that even as another bear dashes at me.

I dodge his bite, then uppercut his chin, breaking it. Then I hit his eye and send a thin cone of kinetic energy toward his brain. The back of his skull explodes into pieces of bone, skin, and brain.

That moment of distraction allows the other bear to overpower me, as I’m trying to grab hold of his heat attack. The armor around my body immediately starts to warm up, and I can see some thinner parts melting. Still, I let the bear continue, and instead of canceling or controlling this attack, I strengthen my armor.

I take a step toward the bear and continue to send more and more of my mana toward my armor, which becomes a darker shade of blue with wisps of light blue mana flowing through it. The ground around us starts to melt, and the grass and the trees catch fire, quickly turning to ash. I take another step toward him.

From a spark behind me, another Cinderbear appears, but I ignore him. As my heart beats, I send a cone of kinetic energy at its head. I make it as thin as possible, transfer all this energy into a thin cone, barely thicker than my wrist, and it goes right through its eye.

The bear dies with a wound that looks like an invisible weapon stabbed him.

After taking the final step, I finally reach the bear attacking me with its heat wave. The armor around me holds strong, even as the bear tries to focus its attack on my chest and head. There are no holes in my armor, and it covers the entirety of my body, cutting it off from the space around me.

Then the bear stops, as if giving up, and this time, I collect all the heat around me and all the energy from my heart. I transform it, and a beautiful dark yellow flame fires up from somewhere in front of my chest.

The flame reaches the bear with a massive roar, and for a moment, the bear fights back, holding against my attack. Still, I send more and more of it, making it more vicious and more dangerous, and soon my flames pierce through the bear’s heat aura and hit his head.

They melt his fur, his skin, revealing the skull underneath, and soon they reach its brain, finally killing the monster, which falls with a loud thump.

[You have defeated a Cinderbear - Level 146]

[Level 114 > Level 115]

Multiple bears surround me, and the combined heatwave that hits me is hard to counter. I send a pulse of [Resonance] into my surroundings and dash toward one of the bears.

Mana flows through my body, my mind is sharp, and my heart continues to beat wildly.

Another cone of kinetic energy obliterates one bear; a javelin pierces another one, exploding in the wound.

A shield forms in front of me and starts to melt slowly while I collect more and more mana into a javelin hovering over me. When the shield disappears, I boost it at the bear.

The javelin pierces the air and starts melting as it gets closer to the monster, yet it’s dense enough to reach it, and when the tip of the javelin touches the bear, it explodes. A thin cone of kinetic energy tears through the bear’s body and stabs into it.

Then the flames reach it as well, fighting against its own, and soon win over, melting the bear. I pause for a second. The helmet around my head disappears, and I take in a deep breath.

My body is itching to move, my mana rages through my body, and I feel so alive.

I check the time, and there are still fifty-seven minutes left.

Good, good!

Then, without any warning, I feel a stab in my belly. When I look down, there is a small green hand holding a knife that seems as if it’s made from obsidian, but there is red mana flowing through the blade. The blade is deep inside my side, totally ignoring my armor.

[Phantom Goblin - Level ??]

The hand immediately disappears as if becoming invisible, and I can’t feel any presence anymore.

A giggle sounds around me.

In a rage triggered by old memories, without even knowing what I’m doing, all my mana rushes into my heart, and my heart beats loudly enough for me to hear. A wave of kinetic energy that I send all around me is the strongest I have ever produced, and it totally explodes in a large area around me.

Bodies of dead Cinderbears get thrown away like toys, the trees get uprooted from the ground, and the stones and ground all fly away from me, leaving me standing in the crater created by my attack.

Silence.

Then another short laugh followed by nothing.

My teeth feel like they are about to break, but I enter a deeper [Focus] and stretch a bandage-like piece of my mana around my wound to stop it from bleeding.

A spark flies next to me, and the bear appears in a massive blaze of flame. Without even recreating my helmet, I step closer and absorb all the thermal energy it throws at me.

I let the armor around me dissipate and sharpen my focus, as even half a second of hesitation or misuse threatens to burn me if I lose control over all that heat.

But I do not.

The ground around us burns, and the air flickers from all that heat as I stop in front of the bear, looking into its eyes.

It bites at me, but before it reaches me, I throw all the kinetic energy I collected at it. I increase the frequency, and with a loud pitching noise, his head explodes, splashing me with blood.

[Redistribution - Level 29 > Redistribution - Level 30]

My mana reaches as far as I’m able to, and with deep rage flowing inside me, I look for the invisible monster. I perceive as deeply as never before and consolidate both parts of my [Focus] to strengthen my skill.

Where are you, you little asshole?

[Perception - Level 29 > Perception - Level 30]

Then I step toward where I feel movement.


CHAPTER 52
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The dagger was poisoned because of course it was, and I already feel it affecting my mana. Just barely over three minutes in. But that much is fine; it’s nothing unexpected.

The problem is that I can’t perceive the little green monster that stabbed me. I don’t feel its movement; I don’t feel its position or mana, no matter how much I try.

So I do the smart thing.

I let the small green jerk stab me again.

As the dagger pierces my side, I clench my muscles to hold the dagger inside the wound and boost my body to the point where I feel I’m about to tear my muscles.

The small hand lets go of the dagger, jumps backward, and disappears, even though the [Resonance] covers the entire area and [Redistribution] tries to slow his movement.

To calm myself, I enter a deeper [Focus] and pull out the dagger from my wound.

Venomstrike Mana Dagger (Rare) –

A short obsidian dagger with a sharp edge. Upon injury, the target experiences a mana drain due to a poison effect. Use with caution—dangerous to magic users.

I infuse the dagger with my mana; without thinking, I combine it with [Resonance], and a transparent blade made of mana emanates from the dagger, soon turning from blue to black with glowing red lines, reminding me of mana circuits.

[Resonance - Level 12 > Resonance - Level 13]

Then the forest far away explodes, and a giant monster takes another step toward me. It’s easily as big as an Undead Deer or Undead Bear. This Cinderbear doesn’t feel like it barely stepped into two question marks, a bit over Level 150. It feels much stronger, closer to Level 200.

My side bleeds, and part of my [Focus] continues to control my mana, which is getting harder and harder to manage.

So I put some distance between us.

I push myself away just in time, and the heatwave sets the massive area around the bear ablaze.

Even as I’m absorbing as much as I can and using it to run away faster, I feel it follow me for a long time.

I continue to stab the dagger into the neck of the smaller Cinderbear, and while doing so, I absorb all the heat the monster generates.

There’s no armor around my body, only pieces of mana that are wrapped around two wounds left behind by the Phantom Goblin. The wounds are healing slower than usual.

My clothes are charred and burned in places, and I’m already getting covered in the monster’s blood. I continue to kill while running away from the giant Cinderbear that burns the entire forest as it moves toward me.

Every useless thought leaves my mind, and there’s only pure focus on survival and killing.

I move like a wild animal when another invisible stab is aimed at me. This time, I feel it. I track the movement of the air close to me, something barely noticeable even in the deep focus I am in.

Yet I notice it, and before the monster can stab me, I catch its wrist.

I’ve got you.

The monster cuts off its hand and disappears, and I’m left with a piece of its body in my hand.

I squeeze it; the bones crack, and blood rushes out. Then I send a wave of thermal energy through it, and it turns to ashes.

The monster doesn’t laugh this time.

I send more mana into the dagger in my hand, and the mana blade extends. I cut against another Cinderbear, separating its head from its body.

Immediately, two more bears attack me, jumping from spark to spark while continuously releasing heat waves from their bodies.

I track the movement of their mana, and I step in front of the spark where one of them will appear. Before the monster fully materializes, I stab the dagger-turned-sword between its eyes. I cancel the second one’s teleport with [Resonance], the monster’s body tearing in places from the failed skill.

A cone of kinetic energy finishes it off, and there are no more Cinderbears around me, only a giant one in the distance.

I run once again to put distance between us and quickly check the timer. Out of one hour, there are fifty-one minutes left.

That almost makes me want to laugh.

I then quickly skim through the quest rewards while running between the trees, trying to save as much mana as possible and be as efficient as I can with it.

Quest Rewards:

Attribute upgrade token

Rare graded equipment

100 shards

At least the rewards are somewhat good. I also confirmed my theory. People can get to Beyond only by fulfilling requirements through the Hell floor. There’s no way someone on Earth would get thrown into Beyond right from the start and survive.

I stop on the spot, absorbing the kinetic energy of my movement. A spear pierces where I once stood. I dodge to the side, and another stab misses me as I read the movements of the goblin attacking me.

It all feels almost too familiar as two more goblin warriors jump from behind me, somehow able to hide from my [Perception]. I resonate my blade, and it cuts through the spear and the goblin. Then I stab another one.

The third goblin dodges my slash and stabs at me again. Blue tattoos start glowing around its body. The monster speeds up, abandoning the spear and getting on all fours, dashing closer to me.

[Redistribution] encompasses the area, and the monster slows to a crawl. I cut off its head.

[You have defeated a Goblin Warrior - Level 126]

The air behind me stirs, and I boost my body with a surge, turning around as quickly as I can, slashing at that spot. I hit nothing, and the same thing repeats behind my back. This time, I don’t turn. I close my eyes and consolidate both parts of my [Focus]. But there’s nothing to be found, only a giggle echoing from the distance. Soon, another voice joins, and I hear multiple phantom goblins laughing.

I can’t detect where the laughter is coming from. So I fight for control over my mana, release my Kinetic Mana Heart even more, and strengthen my body further.

Then I lower my stance and reduce the amount of mana I’m sending toward the dagger. The blade made of mana shortens to the length of my forearm, still pitch black, with glowing red circuits coursing through it.

I notice the grass behind me bending and stab right there, twisting my body swiftly while doing so.

Out of thin air, a Phantom Goblin appears, staring in disbelief at the dagger in its neck. The monster coughs, splashing some blood onto my hand, and then dies.

[You have defeated Phantom Goblin - Level 136]

I realize it’s not the first one that attacked me, the one that sacrificed its hand to escape.

Another leaf on a tree flutters unnaturally, given the wind. I kick the corpse of the goblin I just killed, and it collides with another invisible one approaching me. Before the monster recovers from the surprise, I’m in front of it. My dagger penetrates the top of its skull, embedding itself in its brain.

[You have defeated Phantom Goblin - Level 142]

I twist the dagger and slash again, cleaving both corpses in two.

Then I [Focus] even more, attuning myself to every sound, every vibration.

The laughter has ceased.

“What happened? It’s not funny anymore?” I straighten and step toward a tree. “Go on, laugh.” I swing my dagger, and the Phantom Goblin charging from the right collapses, lifeless and decapitated.

[You have defeated Phantom Goblin - Level 132]

My mana stretches into the distance, drawing in all available heat. Notifications bombard my mind as I siphon warmth from the surrounding air. Soon, my breath mists in the chill.

I hurl a mana projectile where I detect goblins’ breath. It cuts through the monster, and its halves tumble to the ground.

I won’t let you hunt me as that one phantom goblin did on the first floor. I refuse to be a prey and listen to your giggle.

Improving efficiency, I pour more mana into my skill, absorbing the area’s thermal energy. The surroundings grow colder. Frost decorates leaves, grass, and bark. Each footstep echoes eerily on the frosted terrain.

Yet no monster dares to approach. No frost is created on another body. No warm breath becomes visible in the cold air.

I exert more power, and even I begin to feel the chill but push it aside.

In the end, I stop and turn around. The last Phantom Goblin stands behind me, nearly touching me. Its body is covered in frost, frozen solid, the same one whose arm I severed.

“Oh, I believe this one’s yours,” I taunt, showing it the dagger. Only the goblin’s eyes move.

I drive the blade into its heart. The frozen creature shatters upon impact with the ground. Then I stomp on its frozen head, reducing it to icy shards.

I cast one last glance at the remains and turn myself toward the four presences advancing on me. A massive wave of fire hurtles toward me, thawing the frost and igniting the land.

Drawing on that heat, I boost my defenses as new enemies emerge.

[Goblin Shaman - Level ??]

[Goblin Shaman - Level 149]

[Goblin Warrior - Level ??]

[Goblin Warrior - Level 141]


CHAPTER 53
RELYING ONLY ON YOURSELF



It feels as if time has slowed down as both warriors dash at me, and the shamans start mumbling something. I see mana collecting in their hands.

The warriors reach me, and the first shaman finishes his casting. The area around me changes. It’s as if I was thrown into the deep mud, and the harder I try to move, the more difficult it becomes. It’s the same field the Goblin Shaman on the first floor used.

But not this time.

My mana resonates against the field around me. I take a step to the side to dodge a stab and block the attack from the second goblin.

The field changes slightly, and [Resonance] fails.

Interesting.

I create armor around my body, filling it with as much mana as possible, and it deflects the next few attacks from the goblin warrior.

Meanwhile, I reach toward the field around me with [Resonance], but it fails again. So I observe it deeper and then realize something. The shaman changes the frequency of his mana works to activate the field. It isn’t a significant change that will affect the skill. No, he only twists it slightly in response to my [Resonance].

One of the warriors’ spears gets covered in pale blue mana. As he stabs at me, it pierces through my armor and into my leg.

I ignore it and send more mana toward my armor, turning it a darker shade of blue.

My attention is on the field around me and my skill.

I observe, I perceive, and I [Focus], adjusting [Resonance] slightly in a similar way to how the shaman did. I change the frequency it works on, and the field around me disappears.

No longer slowed, my kick sends one warrior flying away. I immediately shoot my flames at him, all the heat I drew from the air while dealing with phantom goblins. I feel relief as I finally release all that heat, and it blazes up into the surroundings.

Before the flames reach him, the second shaman does something to them. My flames change direction as they approach and are all drawn toward the goblin shaman with ease, ignoring my hold over the flames and the fact they’re mine.

Again, I resonate against the field about to slow me down. I disrupt the mana strengthening the goblin warriors and stab my dagger through one of them, barely avoiding the other. The wounded goblin warrior jumps away.

The remaining warrior jumps away, and as if it’s a signal, the field tries to slow me again. This time, it operates on multiple frequencies. At the same time, my flames and the goblins are launched at me as three dark orange fireballs.

I send a resonating mana against the field trying to hold me down. One after another, I quickly identify each frequency and adapt my [Resonance] to tear them apart until the field entirely disappears.

My eyes are fixed on the shaman who sent fireballs at me. As my mana reaches the fireballs, I remember how he took control of my fire and how he was creating it to throw at me.

I reach out and grab one of the fireballs, the one with the most thermal energy he stole from me. I force it to behave more according to my will while feeding it more mana. I move it to collide with another ball, and as they meet, they both explode. The explosion catches the last remaining fireball. The heat makes the air flicker, melting the stone on the ground and turning any flora into dust.

One of the warriors dies in the flames while the remaining three goblins group together, both shamans absorbing the explosion.

On the other side, I step toward the explosion, absorbing all the heat that reaches me. Constant notifications ring as the air around me feels slightly breezy.

Flames swirl around me, pass by me, and disappear in front of me as I move closer to the monsters. Goblins continue to shout something in their language. The shaman that tried to trap me in the slowing field has burned his hands, and his bones are showing.

I release my flames simultaneously with the fire shaman, and they collide. Dark orange and my dark yellow flames fight and push against each other, spilling terrifying heat all around.

My heart beats as I feed them more and more.

As the shaman’s flames start to weaken, I concentrate the cones into a thin stream of glowing yellow flames. I narrow the stream more and more until it’s as thin as my wrist and shoots like a laser against the trio of goblins.

A shield activates to try to stop them, but the flames melt through it, too concentrated for the shield to block such a small point of impact.

Laser-like flame cuts through all three monsters, reminding me of a red-hot iron rod cutting through Styrofoam. All three of the goblins die, and the notifications sound.

I invest all stat points into mana.

After glancing behind me and seeing a giant Cinderbeast getting closer, I put the distance in between us again.

Okay, this is getting harder and harder. I’ve already started countering the poison’s effect on my mana handling. To be honest, it’s not that difficult; I have some experience with that. The bigger problem is that the poison even affects my mana regeneration.

Is it due to the weapon’s rarity, or is it working together with some of the Phantom Goblin’s skills?

I look at the weapon in my hand curiously. It’s a small, short dagger made from black, obsidian-like material with red, glowing circuits etched all across the blade. The interesting thing is that there isn’t a mana stone to keep the effect running or continue transferring my mana into it.

It’s as if the entire dagger is a mana stone, meaning that there are materials capable of handling mana even without a mana stone. Good to know for the future.

As for Beyond, it’s different than I expected. Well, it’s not like I knew what to expect from it.

The first floor’s objective was to survive thirty days; the Beyond’s first quest was to survive one hour. Right now, it feels as if this place is designed to filter out the “weeds,” similar to the first floor. It’s either that or each time I enter Beyond, I will return to the floors I already visited, and they will be much harder.

And hell, the Beyond is difficult. Extremely difficult. I am absolutely sure I’m currently the only one from our group able to survive this. Maybe not even Tess would be able to stay alive, and I consider her to be the strongest after me.

Question-mark monsters are everywhere, so many of them. Heck, I still remember my surprise when a bunch of Cinderbears popped up at the start.

The giant Cinderbear’s presence gets closer, and I stand up again, quickly running away. This time, I try to use the least amount of mana and be as efficient as possible.

From a distance, I continue to observe the Cinderbear. The monster is massive, easily as big as the Undead Bear and Deer I fought. Like them, he also has two question marks. Not around Level 150 like them. No, this cuddly bear is well over 200.

Yet, the entire time I watch him and feel his gaze on me, I think of how I could kill him.

All while dealing with goblins once in a while. Each goblin warrior is around Level 150. High enough to tear through most members of group 4. Yet I’m doing fine. Wounded in multiple places, poisoned, with my mana barely replenishing and slowly getting lower, I’m calmer than before.

I’m alone, relying only on myself.

I don’t have to care about anyone. I can go all-out and fight as I want, and all this danger pushes me to my limits.

Is it supposed to be like that, or am I just that strong, stronger than the standard? How strong am I from the point of view of the system?

I stand up, and a little bit of blood remains on the ground where I sat. Huh. I focus a bit more and tighten the mana bandages around my waist, chest, and thigh. The wounds continue to refuse to close.

After checking my reserves, I realize that I have barely around half of my mana left, which reduces the efficiency of my Mana-Fortified Resilience. It’s fine; I’ll push through.

When there are only thirty minutes remaining, the suns disappear from the sky as if someone flipped a switch.

Lights appear on a void-black night sky without any stars. Beautiful blue, green, and pink polar lights swirl all around, lighting up the ground underneath with moving and uneven light.

As if all at once, the screeches of the monsters sound all around me. The goblins, wolves, bears. All terrifying and full of anger.

Then I feel all the presences moving toward me.


CHAPTER 54
BEYOND THE LIMITS
FLASHBACK - TESS HANSEN (12 YEARS OLD)



“Some kids broke it again. It’s happening like every two years at this point,” the boy in front of me says as he shows me his arm cast. He’s slim yet athletic and two years older than me. “The weird thing is that it’s the right one, not the left one again.”

The fun part is that while saying this, he is smiling, not bothered at all by the broken arm that is now in a cast.

He looks at me, and for a moment, he smiles. His smile is so cheeky, so cheerful, all while he looks as if he is doing something he shouldn’t. After smiling, he quickly looks around, making sure no one saw it.

The boy moves a bit closer, a small smile still on his face while his two differently colored eyes shine brightly.

They are pretty.

“I’ll tell you a secret if you want,” he says.

It almost makes me want to sigh; I’ve already gotten used to boys coming up with all kinds of stories to try to impress me. Mom keeps saying that I’m pretty, but I don’t agree with her. I’m too tall to be pretty.

Still, I force myself to smile and nod.

“Wow, that was a gloriously fake smile.” The boy immediately sees through me. “Hehe, you should see your expression now.”

What’s he talking about? I’m sure I’m controlling my face properly.

“Your brow furrowed a bit, and your left eyebrow twitched slightly. Then your smile froze on your face and you tried to keep it there.” His eyes continue to examine me, like I am some kind of interesting animal.

“As if you could do it better,” I say. How annoying. It makes me want to punch him.

“Probably not.”

Huh? Why is he then being so cheeky? Is he just teasing me?

“Asshole,” I say, and instead of getting angry, he just nods.

“This is better,” he says. “You really meant it this time.” His smile is gone, but his eyes shine cheekily.

“So what are you doing here? Did you sit next to me just to annoy me?” I ask.

“Partially, but mostly, I wanted to take a look at the police station.” He lifts his hand and points his finger at the police station nearby. “Did you know it takes on average ten to twenty minutes to leave the station after they get the call?”

As he talks, any semblance of a smile disappears from his face, and it becomes an emotionless mask.

He continues. “Of course, it’s quicker to some places as the cars usually move around there, and it can go down to five to ten minutes. But for poorer city parts, it’s ten to twenty minutes. Often longer for smaller crimes.” He turns to me, emotions gone even from his eyes, and he tries to smile.

The smile is terrible.

“That’s a big-ass fake smile,” I blurt out, and for some reason, I start feeling uneasy.

“I know, right? I’m terrible at this. Sometimes it’s easy to smile and sometimes I think I might forget how to do it if I’m not careful. It’s getting harder and harder, you know.”

I decide to ignore it. I don’t know what to say to that. Instead, I ask, “So why do you watch the police station?”

He pauses, and I can see him thinking. A small strand of hair falls onto his face, and he flings it away, annoyed, then turns back to me.

“I’m Nathaniel,” he says and reaches his hand toward me. That makes me smile. What boy shakes hands with a girl?

When I reach out mine to shake with him, he pulls it away and pretends that he wasn’t about to shake my hand but to touch his hair.

That’s so childish! I bet he did it because he saw me smiling at his gesture.

“That’s so petty!”

He doesn’t react to that and just continues to look at me with his pretty eyes.

I give up. “I’m Tess.”

This boy is crazy. Actually, all boys are crazy. Mom says it’s because of puberty, but I think that’s just an excuse. This one might be crazier than the others.

But it’s fun; he’s not boring. I like how he behaves. Should I try to mirror it a bit? It seems cool.

“So why are you watching the police station and learning how quickly they can get somewhere?” I ask, this time really curious.

“Well, Tess. You could say that I’m getting ready. You know, just in case,” he says, and I immediately know he’s serious. There isn’t even a speck of hesitation as he says so.

I’m not a good person, quite far from it. That’s how I see myself. It’s not something that bothers me; it’s just something I know about myself.

So maybe part of my mind doesn’t mind all this bullshit thrown at me, all the pain I go through because it feels as if I deserve it?

A small, dumb-as-heck part of me.

I’m me. I’m Nathaniel Gwyn, and all of the decisions were made by me, so I will bear their consequences.

Wolves, goblins, normal animals. All of them, well over Level 100, and some of them with two question marks, continue to rush at me no matter how much I reposition and how far I get.

And the giant Cinderbear is gone, completely disappeared out of my detection range. It makes me uneasy.

I duck under the bite, and the dagger flashes, barely infused with mana that I resonate with, and I leave the wolf to bleed out while dashing away from a few more attacks.

I refuse to use full armor; there is only a gauntlet on my left forearm that I use to block the attacks I can’t dodge. Otherwise, I continue to strengthen my body while trying to be as efficient as possible.

Another stab goes through a goblin warrior’s eye. I block two arrows with the piece of armor on my left forearm and deflect the third one with the dagger. I then, for a split second, infuse it with more mana and elongate it to cut off another wolf’s head.

All the monsters are extremely aggressive and continue to rush at me in a mindless rage.

I narrow a small amount of kinetic energy into three cones as thin as possible, and it pierces through the heads of three more goblins. I let the wolf bite my armored left forearm and then stab his temple with the dagger in my hand.

Another slash and I leave another wolf to bleed out.

I siphon a bit of thermal energy from a fire attack of a three-headed wolf and change it to strengthen my body. Immediately, I realize that it’s less mana efficient than using energy generated by my Kinetic Mana Heart, and while jumping over the wolf, I throw the dagger at him, boosting it with a bit of kinetic energy, and it burrows into one of its heads.

I don’t even create a dagger made of mana and just coat my hand in [Resonance] to cut off the remaining two heads and grab the dagger that I threw.

Then I run for a few seconds, ducking attacks flying at me and dodging behind trees that continue to explode or get trashed by monsters rushing at me.

I form two orbs made of mana and boost them at the monsters.

Again, I realize that it’s not efficient enough.

So I [Focus] more and reduce the amount of mana my heart is getting through the Mana Regulator. Immediately, I feel that I have much less kinetic energy to transfer with Symbiotic Transference, but I ignore it.

When another wolf dashes at me, I wait until the last moment and only boost my body for a split second to cut through its neck, then stop. Once again, I feel weaker, but I continue to observe everything to take it all in.

I sense another goblin dash at me from behind, trying to stab me. Again, I send mana through my body only for a second, long enough to twist my body and stab the bottom of its chin, making the dagger emerge from the top of his head. Then I stop the mana and save it again.

Another pulse, just enough to deflect two arrows and a javelin. Then two more to reposition myself. Another one to stab the wolf. Three more to reposition and dodge.

I continue to trickle tiny bits of mana through my body, and now, even with the effect of the poison, I feel my reserves growing instead of decreasing.

Good. Something tells me I will need them.

Ten minutes before the end of the quest, the suns reappear, and immediately, the monsters fall quiet. The silence fills the entire forest; only the sounds of burning wood and falling trees echo in the deafening quiet.

All the monsters freeze; they aren’t moving at all. Not even if I get to one of the goblins and stab him; the monster just falls down dead, not reacting.

Soon after, their eyes start glowing. The left eye of every single monster starts glowing in a bright orange color, like a spark.

My eye as well.

Without hesitation, I boost my [Resonance] with [Mana Surge] and tear apart the foreign mana in my left eye. The pain hits me, but the mana is gone.

My heart beats wildly. I was so close to death. My suspicion is confirmed, and the orange-glowing left eye of the wolf near me starts burning and expands into a massive flame that turns the monster into ash. From that flame, the giant Cinderbear steps out, its head immediately burning a vast area around.

As if on cue, the sky gets covered in clouds, the suns barely visible behind them, and then the rain starts falling. Beautiful droplets of water infused with blue, green, and pink mana fall down with impossible speed and start tearing apart the bodies of the weaker monsters, piercing them like thousands of tiny bullets.

Left with no other option, my dormant mana stirs. The mana I’ve conserved for the past twenty minutes is now almost replenished.

It begins to rise, much like a wild animal waking up from a deep slumber.

My heart beats, and my mana flows through my body, quickly filling it with the power I’ve gotten used to.

My mana. My skills.

They surge from my body, and this time, I do not run. I do not reposition; I do not dodge. This time, I will go to my limits, and if it won’t be enough, I will go beyond them.


CHAPTER 55
UNALLOWED INTERFERENCE



Everything slows to a crawl. In the black-and-white world of focus, only mana continues to hold its vibrant color.

The raindrops in a massive area stop in the air as if someone paused time.

The heat disappears from the air.

The giant bear in front of me stops moving.

In just a split second, a massive chunk of my mana disappears.

Then I step toward the monster, and the ground under my feet cracks as I transfer all the energy I hold into kinetic, infuse it into a mana projectile, and shoot it all at the Cinderbear.

The air reverberates in front of me, vibrations I’m able to see with my eyes. The air flickers under the immense concentrated energy that covers the distance in a blink. The chest of the monster explodes into a geyser of blood and flesh, the attack revealing its beating heart and cutting off its front left paw, sending it flying until it falls on the ground, destroying multiple trees.

After the attack, pain surges through my head and body, making me lose control over my mana for a moment. The mana bandages disappear, revealing my still-not-closed wounds, and the armor piece on my left forearm dissipates.

Yet I still continue to keep my perceiving touch on the monster as it disappears from the spot.

The goblin’s body is set ablaze, and from it, the Cinderbear steps out. It’s smaller now, but its wounds are fully healed. The heat again radiates from its body, setting ablaze its surroundings, which are still being torn apart by beautiful but deadly rain. The bear ignores the rain while its intelligent eyes track me.

As the rain starts falling again, I create a thin barrier over my skin that resonates with my mana. When the rain touches me, the barrier destroys the droplets, turning them back to the normal water that now hits my body, soon drenching me fully. The water is flowing down my hair and face, mixing with the blood from my wounds.

Then the bear roars once again, and half of the remaining monsters that are still standing, unmoving, explode into pillars of flames that reach far over the top of the trees. They quickly bend, slithering like snakes, and then all at once, dozens of flame pillars coil and bend and reach toward me.

Sending my brain into overdrive, I [Focus] and with [Resonance] reach toward each and every one of the flames as I continue to endure.

I tear all of the flames apart. My mana roars and resonates through the air, accurately hitting the core of each flame and putting it out as if blowing out a candle. Not stopping there, after the flames are gone, my heart sends an audible thump into the surroundings as I collect kinetic energy in my body.

Both the Cinderbear and I take a step toward each other.

His flames and my flames continuously clash in the air between us until we get so close they start swirling around us like a fire tornado, heating the area to the extreme even with the rain that continues to fall.

My heart pumps more and more energy through my body, instantly transferred into dark yellow flames that battle the bear’s orange ones. Just a tiny mistake, a moment of hesitation, would be enough for me to lose control and allow his flames to burn me alive. But there isn’t even a speck of hesitation or worry in my head.

I know that I’m smiling, the [Focus] fully working on skills and consolidated to a single task, allowing my emotions to surface.

My mana resonates across the dagger in my hand, and I slash the air in front of me. An attack shoots through the air, and a deep cut appears across the bear’s face, blinding one of its eyes.

In exchange, the bear takes another step toward me, and from its mouth, heat escapes, concentrated into a stream as thin as wire. It slashes me across my face too, blinding one of my eyes and drawing blood that flows down my cheeks, onto my lips, and then dropping from my chin onto my charred and torn clothes.

I smile even more now, just a few steps away from the Cinderbear. My heart beats so loudly that my bones start to resonate with the output that I need to generate to be able to fight against the monster’s flames.

Another stream of concentrated flames slashes against me, and this time, I block them with my hand to not get my head cut off. The dagger falls from my hand, along with a few of my fingers.

But it’s fine; I don’t need them right now. I continue to concentrate and change the frequency my mana resonates on. Soon, I hit the spot.

I reach out toward my flames, which are all around us, and change them, affect them. They start to resonate together with my mana. They resonate at the same frequency as the Cinderbear’s flames.

My flames audibly roar, the sound deafening and the ground melting. The air flickers under their force as they devour and take over the monster’s flames.

My mana continues to drop to lower and lower levels, yet I continue to push even through my pain until I take control of them all. Then, for a split second, all the flames stop moving.

There is no flicker; they do not burn or move. It looks as if time itself has stopped.

The Cinderbear doesn’t like it, and with a loud roar, all the remaining monsters around us are set ablaze, turning into flames that start rushing toward us. But it’s too late. Flames I take over move and coil like a snake, and this time, they are not dark yellow; they are a beautiful golden color as they rush toward the bear, pressing on the field around him and devouring his body.

In the end, only the bear’s skeleton steps out of the flames, and his flames flicker and dissipate. The monster’s skeleton takes one more step toward me before crashing down and finally ceasing to move.

[You have defeated the CinderBear - Level 196]

[Level 120 > Level 121]

[Level 121 > Level 122]

[Level 122 > Level 123]

[Resonance - Level 15 > Resonance - Level 16]

[Resonance - Level 16 > Resonance - Level 17]

[Redistribution - Level 33 > Redistribution - Level 34]

[Redistribution - Level 34 > Redistribution - Level 35]

The moment Cinderbear dies, the rain stops and disappears. Even the droplets that come crashing down, now that the heat doesn’t destroy them, just straight-up disappear. The sky is once again a beautiful blue, with two suns in the sky.

One minute remaining.

The ground starts shaking, and the sky turns pure black, yet there is still somehow enough light to see.

The two suns in the sky expand and quickly grow bigger and bigger until they fill up most of the horizon. One yellow and the other orange. They’re so close to the surface that they should be logically tearing it apart, burning it to ash.

Then in the middle of each sun, a pupil expands, and two giant eyes stare down at me.

(Another unfortunate one.)

The voice is like thunder, sounding only in my head, yet the ground shakes and the area around me continues to get destroyed.

Error. Unallowed Interference detected. Activating failsa…

(Enough,) the voice says. The message from the system stops, and the window disappears.

Then the giant eyes continue to stare at me. Two burning spheres of fire with pupils in the middle.

(I have only one piece of advice for you, an unfortunate one. Never get any of your skills to Level 99.)

Then it all disappears. Two eyes are gone, the ground stops shaking, and the system messages fill up my vision as if nothing happened.

Congratulations on fulfilling Beyond’s quest! You have acquired:

Attribute upgrade token

Rare graded equipment

100 shards

You will now be transported back to your floor within the Hell Difficulty Tutorial. You can enter Beyond again in 4 months.

Before I get transported out, I grab the dagger from the ground, immediately appearing back on the third floor of the house I entered the Beyond from.

One quick scan tells me I’m alone, and I lean against the wall and slide down to my bottom. My heart is beating wildly. My head is hurting. I still have a few stab wounds. I’m poisoned. One of my eyes is blinded, and I’m missing a few fingers. Am I getting careless because I have a healer at hand?

And what the heck was that even? Damn, that was scary; that thing even messed with the system. Was it because it was Beyond? Is Beyond under weaker control of the system, or was that thing just that powerful?

And what was that warning? Not to get a skill to Level 99?

Well, I’ll deal with it later. Future problems for future Nathaniel, screw that jerk. Now, then, I need to check my rewards, don’t I? I can lose a bit more blood—my body can handle it—but I don’t think I can wait any longer.

“Use attribute upgrade token,” I say, and a window appears.

WARNING! You can only upgrade one out of four attributes. After you pick an attribute, you can’t change it later. You can upgrade your selected attribute up to three times.

Attributes for upgrade:

Strength

Dexterity

Constitution

Mana

Choose wisely.

What a dumb warning.

“Upgrade mana.”

Congratulations! You can now upgrade your mana attribute. Please pick one of the three options.

Warning: After you pick the option, you can only continue to upgrade that option and won’t be able to pick the other upgrades.

Choose wisely.

Mana Amplification: Enhances the sheer volume of mana you possess.

Stage 1: Vast Mana

Stage 2: Omnipresent Mana

Stage 3: Limitless Mana

Mana Restoration: Accelerates the rate at which your mana replenishes itself.

Stage 1: Sprouting Mana

Stage 2: Thriving Mana

Stage 3: Unending Mana

Mana Potency: Boosts the potency and intensity of your mana.

Stage 1: Potent Mana

Stage 2: Dynamic Mana

Stage 3: Supreme Mana


CHAPTER 56
VEILED VULNERABILITIES



Oh boy, this will require a little bit of thinking. Once I pick my path, I won’t be able to change it and will have to walk this way up until the end. The good thing is that I can pick the attribute upgrade I like and then complement it with my future Traits or Skills, creating the best possible combination.

I love it; I like theorizing. And yes, a bit more info would be nice so I can make the best possible decision, but that’s not how the system works.

Just wait until I get to the original Lissandra and unleash her on you. You will be so screwed. And then, while you two fight, I’ll get in some hits and have my revenge and rewards.

Sounds good?

Good!

As for the rewards, I have gained nine levels. What the heck? Nine entire levels, meaning 27 points into mana. All in less than one hour. Then plenty of skill level-ups. The best reward will surely be the attribute upgrade, but a rare piece of gear could be nice, and what the heck are shards? I’ve already checked them, and they do nothing. Maybe they will work when we enter the fourth floor and unlock the Shop, which is one of the rewards for clearing the third floor?

“I want to pick my rare piece of equipment,” I say.

The system understands, and the options appear in front of me. It’s kind of creepy how it continues to listen all the time, even to the point of reading our minds.

Please pick one of the options; all are based on your performance within the tutorial.

Oh? Somewhat personalized rewards? That’s quite nice.

Blade of Astral Resonance (Rare)

This longsword, forged from a meteorite, harmonizes with its wielder’s energies, and it’s easy to infuse with mana and other energies.

Endurium Javelin (Rare)

Created from a rare alloy known as Endurium, this javelin possesses an extraordinary hardness that resists all forms of destruction. While it holds no magical properties, its durability makes it a formidable weapon.

Barrier Bastion (Rare)

This hand-crafted shield made of a mystic alloy can be saturated with the user’s mana to generate a mana barrier. The strength of this barrier scales with the wielder’s mana use.

Pyroclast Mantle (Rare)

Woven from the rare Ashen Silk, this cloak provides substantial protection against fire. Its fabric seems to come alive when subjected to flame, absorbing the fiery energy and enhancing its resistance proportional to the strength of the attack.

Mark of the Physical Strength (Rare)

This tattoo, crafted with an ethereal pigment responsive to mana, subtly fortifies the physical strength of the wearer. This slight enhancement comes at the cost of a continuous mana drain.

Hmm, did the system fall in love with me? Did watching me struggle soften that big cold heart, and it took some pity on me? Is this a reward for all my suffering up until now? Is there any bug?

I want to say that Beyond wasn’t as hard as expected, but I suspect plenty of people would beat me up for that.

Am I that amazing? Too strong even for Beyond?

Huhuh. I don’t think so. No matter how hard I tried to soften it up, Beyond was dangerous, and I have a feeling that it really was just a start—a filter the same way the first floor was.

Well, as always, that’s a problem for the future Nathaniel Gwyn, screw that jackass. I just need to do my best.

But first, I really like the tattoo; unfortunately, it’s quite useless to me with all my strengthening and my construct doing the same, but it’s interesting to see, and it could be worth picking just to examine it.

Javelin would be good for Tess and not for me; I don’t need the shield, and why the heck would I pick the cape? I bet little Isabella would be making fun of me. Plus, I’m sure I can defend myself against fire better.

In the end, it could be either the sword or the tattoo, but I don’t need either of them, even though their descriptions sound super cool. As for the sword, I don’t like relying on weapons. Just having my mana and being able to create any weapon I need is good enough, even if it might be slightly weaker.

The rewards are all good options, just…just not for me, even though they are personalized by the system. Plus, I have the dagger I took from the phantom goblin.

Venomstrike Mana Dagger (Rare)

A short obsidian dagger with a sharp edge. Upon injury, the target experiences mana drain due to a poison effect. Use with caution—it’s dangerous to magic users.

I glance at it and then stab my thigh with it slightly after sending some mana through it. It immediately poisons me, making me regenerate my mana slower and disrupting some of my control over it. I continue to try to fight against the effect, using it as practice while thinking over the items.

Okay, let’s just pick the javelin and give it to Tess.

Tattoos are interesting, but surely not as intriguing as my constructs. There’s a limited number of hours in a day, and I already have plenty to do. As for the sword, I just need to improve my usage of [Armament]. It’s my mana, so it surely is much better than some sword at handling my energies or more of my mana. Plus, relying on the sword would make that progress slow down.

When I decide, the weapon appears in front of me. It’s just here as if it has been here the entire time. The javelin is made of a single piece. The metal is a light gray color, and I don’t feel mana from it or any mana pathways. There’s nothing.

As the description said, it’s just a simple javelin made from a metal called Endurium and most likely extremely tough in exchange for lacking any special effects.

Damn, Tess better be thankful; maybe I can use her to defend me against Lily.

I get back to the hideout, and Lily isn’t there. Everyone just stares at me, surprised that I came so early and even more surprised by my state.

It’s just a few missing fingers, a hurt eye, a nearly cut-off ear, some burns, and a few stab wounds. In a world where healers exist, these wounds start to feel like getting a papercut back on Earth. Painful, but something that can be dealt with easily.

Yet I know it’s dangerous. I’ve noticed it, but I’ve already gotten used to Lily healing me, maybe too used. I should be more careful.

A few hours pass, and finally, Lily appears, together with Tess and Biscuit.

The best doggo seems to want to run to me, but then he glances at Lily and then at me and just disappears somewhere, his eyes darting around the cave, surely full of fear of little Isabella.

Tess is fine; there are no wounds on her. Yet I still feel some of her mana lingering around her, a clear sign of the fights she went through not long ago.

Lily, on the other hand, is battered. Half of her face is terribly burned, she’s missing a big chunk of her left forearm, and she’s limping. Her eyes brighten up a little as she spots me, and she slowly moves toward me, leaving Tess behind.

There are wisps of bright white mana over her wounds, healing and restoring her to her original state, but they disappear when she spots me and my wounds.

“Don’t look at my face; I look terrible right now,” she says, covering the horribly burned half of her face with her hair and sitting next to me.

She grabs my hand and sends her mana to me.

I disrupt it.

She tries again.

I disrupt it again.

“Nat?” She looks at me, surprised.

“Everyone, get out of the hideout.” My voice is cold, and soon everyone gets up and leaves, only Tess giving me an understanding nod before closing the entrance.

I look at the girl in front of me and then slightly lower the effect [Focus] has on me and my emotions.

My hand, missing three fingers, reaches up and pushes aside Lily’s hair, revealing the burn on her face. She slightly shudders under my touch but lets me do it, looking at me with big eyes like a scared little animal.

“Heal yourself,” I let go and say.

“It’s fine; that much is nothing. I will heal myself right after…”

“Heal yourself.” My voice is stronger this time.

She falls silent for a moment and then says a single word. “No.”

That word echoes loudly in the deafening silence of the hideout. Yet I hear it; I hear the emotion in her voice.

“Is it painful?” I ask.

“No, it’s not.”

“Is it hard?” My voice softens.

“…No.”

“Are you scared?”

“No,” she lies again, but this time, her voice quivers a bit more, and I see her gulp as well as some tears collecting in her eyes.

Somehow, I want to help this girl. The way she acts bravely and hides her pain, pretending everything is okay, reminds me of my mom way too much. Even though it might be because she’s not normal like the rest of us, she’s decided to help me over and over. Yet, at the start, I thought only of using her.

I can’t give her what she wants. I don’t feel such emotion for her, and I’m sure she knows that. Yet she is a silly girl.

So I smile at her, and the shock on her face is fascinating to look at. Wide-open eyes, an unbelieving expression. I etch it into my mind, and then I hug her.

That makes her freeze even more.

“You’re doing well, Lily,” I whisper.

She starts shaking. I’ve long since seen the pain and fear in her eyes, no matter how hard she tries to act tough.

“You are so brave, and you’re doing your hardest.” I ignore the tears I feel on my back. “But you have to take care of yourself a bit more, okay?”

You’re not like me, so don’t try to imitate me. Don’t go out to get hurt and don’t try to suffer through it all while pretending not to be bothered by it all. Don’t act the way my mom did; it just brings up bad memories for me.

“Push yourself if you wish to do so, but don’t bottle it up. You have a few people around you who you can consider friends. Feel free to vent with them,” I say while hugging her.

When she starts sobbing and grabs me tightly, I allow her to do so.

It’s okay for only me to suffer through it all. I can handle it.


CHAPTER 57
STAGE 1/3



So, for my next class upgrade, I’m pretty sure I will be offered a class called “Advanced Body Pillow.”

Also, what the heck, am I making friends? Sure, I knew Tess from before, but our relationship is quite…well, complicated.

But here, I’ve noticed that I’ve started looking after Lily already, and it’s not only because she’s a healer. There’s no love or anything; it’s just that I’m weak against people who are nice to me without expecting anything in return.

Maybe Lily is doing it on purpose?

I squint my eyes and look at her. We’re still alone, sitting in the hideout, and she continues to sniff and tries to dry her wet, red eyes. She’s even blushing when I look at her.

“This is so awkward…” she complains. “I don’t know why…” She then shakes her head.

I guess not. She’s too silly to trick me like that, but I’ll have to be careful! I already know how devious little Isabella is, even though she looks so cute.

Lily could be the next one.

Other than her, I also somehow take care of Kim. Not because he’s cute or super nice to me, obviously. To me, he just looks like a puppy left outside in the rain, looking for a place with some warmth and some people he can befriend. Desperately so.

How can I treat someone so pitiful badly?

Weak, so weak!

I reach out and pinch Lily’s small, cute nose.

“Phwat are you toing?” she says with her nose blocked, looking at me with her big eyes.

I pinch a bit more and then let go, not forgetting to flick her forehead.

“Owch,” she complains, but I already feel slightly better.

“Crybaby,” I say to her, and her face becomes red in an instant.

“You…you!”

“Anyway, feel free to push yourself. Losing some limbs is fine if you can restore them, but be careful, okay? Talk with Tess; she’s good with this kind of stuff. You can complain to her for hours, and she’ll continue to listen. Bully Biscuit a bit, tease Isabella.”

After each sentence, I poke her cheek; it’s not quite as soft as Isabella’s, but it’s still fun.

“There’s no need to be all serious and gloomy all the time, and there’s no need for the fake-ass smiles you’ve shown, okay?”

I’m quite good at this, am I not? Maybe I could be a psychologist or something.

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“C-can I talk with you, to complain?” Lily asks.

Isn’t that obvious? “Nah, just annoy Tess; I’m super busy.” As I say so, the look on her face immediately tells me that it’s not the answer she expected, and I pinch her nose again. “Only sometimes, okay?”

Maybe I’m not gaining a friend; maybe I’m becoming a mom to these kids. To Lily, Kim, and Biscuit.

“Okay,” Lily says, and I can see that she’s happy.

Somehow it annoys me, and I pinch her nose again. Unfortunately, that makes her even happier, even as she tries to hide it.

Goddamn, Lily…at least you be normal.

“What is that for?” Tess just stares at the rare graded weapon I’m giving her. She tries to act indifferent, but I see it’s quite piqued her interest.

Hehe, she might think I don’t know, but I do! I saw how well she takes care of her uncommon javelin. How she carries it everywhere, cleans it, and always carefully checks if it’s not damaged!

Tess is someone who likes shiny new stuff. She’s totally someone who would compare her shoes to the shoes of a girl she doesn’t like and then feel superior to the other girl without letting it show at all.

No matter how she tries to hide it, I see it. Her furrowed brows, the tiny, excited steps she makes toward the javelin, and the shine in her eyes after she inspects it.

“So you don’t want it? I can give it to Kim.”

That makes her freeze for a split second, but she quickly hides it. She then shamelessly takes it from my hand and gives me one long, judging look.

I know she knows, and that seems to annoy her slightly, yet even her proud self can’t resist a shiny new weapon. A rare weapon, something that’s hard to get.

“I will make sure to pay you back,” Tess says.

“Works for me,” I say.

I then watch as she walks away. When she gets behind the corner of one of the houses, I switch to [Perception] and watch as she stops and starts observing the javelin up close. There’s a small, happy smile on her face as she tests the item’s weight and sharpness while also sending a few small sparks through it.

There are three possible upgrades for mana:

Mana Amplification: Enhances the sheer volume of mana you possess.

Mana Restoration: Accelerates the rate at which your mana replenishes itself.

Mana Potency: Boosts the potency and intensity of your mana.

And I like all of them.

Amplification would give me straight-up more mana, maybe in the form of pure stats, or it changes my body a bit to possess more of it. It’s something that could be quite good for me, and it would mean stronger spells. Heck, later, I could improve the quality of my mana on my own or something. I don’t know.

More mana = good. That’s how my brain works.

Mana restoration is also something similar. Less mana but faster regeneration, which also means more mana. The only difference would be that I don’t have as massive a mana pool to put into a single spell in the future. So my damage could be lower than with amplification, but it could allow me to restore my mana faster and spam my spells more.

It’s also good for longer fights.

The last one, Potency, is quite a question. The intensity of my mana…does it mean my spells would be stronger? Would that mana be purer and already slightly concentrated, even without me doing anything? If the mana is more potent, how does it compare to just having more mana?

Is, for example, ten stats in potent mana equal to twenty stats in amplified mana?

System? Any hints?

“…”

Yeah, I thought so. Screw you.

But there are more hints: the stages! Obviously, after I pick an upgrade, I will be at stage one, but stage three, its name, could be a hint.

For Amplification, it’s Limitless Mana, and that’s something I really, really like. For Restoration, it’s Unending Mana, and more questions arise. How does it compare to Limitless? So annoying! And what the heck is Supreme Mana, other than just sounding cool?

Whatever, I already know what I will do.

I will pick Amplification, get more mana, and then I will come up with ways to increase the regeneration of my mana. I already created a construct on my heart. The next step could be to create a construct that would help me regenerate more mana. Hell, it sounds difficult, but it’s nice to set high goals, right?

As for Potency? It’s also something I should work on my own through my skills. I have one theory I want to try, and if it works as I think it should, it should be quite similar to Mana Potency, probably. Plus, I already have tricolored mana, don’t I? It’s probably something similar.

As someone smart said, you need to have strong basics before you start building. It’s totally not only because I want to have more mana.

Okay?

Okay.

“Pick Mana Amplification,” I say and then close my eyes, ready to fight against the pain. And oh boy, does it come, and the world around me blacks out.

When I open my eyes and check the timer, I learn that it’s a few hours later and my body, now slightly healed, still hurts. My mana pool feels bigger now, and I start examining it while turning my eyes to the item on the floor.

“Thanks for keeping watch,” I say to the abomination lying on the floor of the room, a thing made from my flesh and bones with an imperfect imprint of Lissandra.

The fleshy abomination is quiet, probably too haughty to bother answering.

I open my status and immediately blink and stop with my mouth open.

Hehe, probably some bug.

My mana starts to move more and more, and the pressure of it on my body starts increasing. Something I haven’t felt for a long time. Something that kept bothering me on the first floor and part of the second floor.

When I look at the status again, it’s still there.

Okay, one more try. I close it and open it, and it’s still there.

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 369 + 369

Plus 369. What the hell? Are attribute upgrades maybe much more important than I thought?

“I’m surprised you went with Mana Amplification, little pup. I personally went with Potency.”

I listen to her only in the back of my mind and feel my constructs and passives work at full throttle, dealing with my doubled-up mana. I actively start taking control of my mana and help them deal with a sudden and massive increase in mana pool.

It reminds me of the good old times.


CHAPTER 58
OFFICIAL CHALLENGE



It’s such a nice day, even this fleshy abomination on the floor won’t ruin my mood. My mana doubled. The weather is as nice as it can be here on the third floor, and that improves my mood slightly. My mana doubled. I survived the first phase, floor, sorting test, or whatever of Beyond. My mana doubled. Thanks to that, my stats went up quite nicely.

I also improved my skills a lot, dealt with a few people, and gave Tess a gift. My mana doubled.

Did I forget something?

Oh, yeah, my mana doubled!

Like, what the heck? It feels illegal. I am a measly Level 123, and I know for sure that Lissandra, the person able to destroy an entire planet, was well over Level 450, maybe closer to a thousand? Who knows! It just feels super illegal to have an attribute upgrade that doubles my stat.

I love it, obviously, even though it threatens to tear apart my body. The system just wants me to put stat points into inferior stats such as constitution. Pff, what bullshit.

Anyways, send help.

This is dangerous, isn’t it? The increase is too quick, and out of nowhere, and it makes my mana six times higher than constitution. That’s 6.4 mana to 1 constitution. Most of the mages around my level I’ve met up until now barely went for 3:1.

So why am I so happy? Is there something wrong with me? Why am I getting excited and drunk on all of this power? Maybe I’m not that normal?

It just can’t be! Surely, I’m the most normal out of our group, right?

Reinforcement and Mana-Fortified Resilience, please hold on. I will have to rely on you once again, just for a bit. Damn, it would be kind of really bad if I didn’t pick Mana-Fortified Resilience as my passive.

I have already tried Mana Regulator, but as expected, it doesn’t work on that. The thing only regulates the amount of mana the Kinetic Mana Heart is getting.

Another round of Active Tempering, maybe? That doesn’t sound like a good idea. I am still getting used to my expanded mana pool, and attempting to use it to temper my body could result in unfortunate consequences—by “unfortunate,” I mean actively untempering my body out of existence.

“Natssandra, any ideas?”

“What did you call me?” the fleshy brooch asks threateningly.

“Lissthaniel, finally accept it, your imprint is imperfect, and somehow you ended up affected by my personality. Real-fake-Lissandra would tear me apart multiple times already and wouldn’t act so…inelegantly.” She was a psycho but a formidable one.

“It was the first time I have ever tried to create an imprint. Some…imperfections…are to be expected. But, little pup, I really dislike the tone you are using while talking to me.”

“I dislike that you killed Ruby, and I dislike you throwing me into tunnels, so get used to it.”

“Little pup, did you seriously get attached to that fake? Ruby was just a shadow of her real self, who had been dead for millennia. She would disappear the moment all of you left. Her dying by my hand is mercy in comparison to her just disappearing.”

Again, her and her twisted logic. Yes, there is some truth to that, but I don’t have to like it.

“This tutorial, this place, nothing here is real. So do not let emotions get in your way. Kill who you need to kill, use people, throw them away. Steal, pillage, cheat. Get as strong as possible. That’s what you should be doing. Without a speck of regret and without any hesitation.”

For a moment, depressing silence fills the room.

“Do not let useless emotions get in your way,” the brooch finishes, and this time, I don’t know if it’s the part that is Lissandra talking or the part that is affected by me.

“What I do will be decided by me and me only. But enough of that. Any ideas on how to deal with high mana, low constitution?” I answer.

It takes just a moment, but I feel a single thin thread of mana reach toward me, touch me, and disappear. That’s all it takes for her to get enough information.

“Usually, I would recommend slowly increasing your mana, but right now, it’s too late for that. Looking at your level of mana mastery, there are three options: Mana Venting, Mana Cycling, and Harmonic Resonance.” Lissandra then pauses. “Mana Cycling might be the right one for you.”

I then sit there quietly and listen to her explanations, once again feeling like cheating. As if other people are playing a game normally, and I’m reading advanced guides.

But hey, I will take whatever I can. Looking at the rewards I got, I think the next time I enter Beyond, it will be much more dangerous. Also, it’s not like Hell became easy immediately. As before, there are always easier ways to clear a floor, and then there are some harder ones that are more rewarding when it comes to levels. I don’t even have to mention which ones I prefer.

Anyways, Mana Cycling, to dumb it down, I just need to cycle mana through my body.

But that sounds too easy! some people might think, and I would totally agree with them. Mana already flows through my body, and well, isn’t that the problem? How would more mana flowing through my body help?

Well, as Natssandra says, control is key. Right now, mana is flowing inside me like a river—after the increase—and I have to control it, tame it, if you will.

The main problem is that my mana is higher than my body can handle, and I keep on going only because quite a big chunk of my mana gets taken away by Reinforcement and the rest is used through my newest passive to strengthen it. I blame the inferior constitution stat, which always holds me down.

But yeah, with Mana Cycling, I would regulate that flow, slow down my heartbeat, and throttle some mana.

Another step would be finding the best route through my body and guiding mana through stronger pathways.

Cycling mana through my body on my own would also increase the efficiency of Passive Tempering, and together with infusing my body with mana, it would make my body stronger faster.

So yeah, on the surface, Mana Cycling might just look like letting mana flow. But really, it’s about taking control, guiding the flow, training my body, and managing the pressure. Not just letting mana flow however it wants, but doing it on my own. It’s something I instinctively did on my own, but this will take it a step further.

It requires a lot of work. I need to have some part of my mind cycle that mana to the point where I get used to it so much it becomes as easy as breathing.

Another, and the most annoying part, is learning about mana pathways and a bit of their anatomy.

The heck? That feels like…studying? Even in a hellish tutorial, I’m not safe, and I thought I was done with it after finishing school.

Many hours later, I leave, and Lissthaniel stays behind. I still refuse to touch that thing, so it stays on the floor of the house.

After returning to the hideout, I just lie down and stare at the ceiling.

Should I just give up? A little bit of mana running through my body can’t be that bad; I’m used to worse, right?

Damn it, I hate studying, and even more when Lissandra is so goddamn annoying. I never met a teacher like her. “No, you can’t move your mana like this. Why didn’t you remember this pathway? I’ve seen animals with better mana control. Your control is trash.”

The more I talk with her, the more I separate my image of her from the Lissandra I saw destroy the world. This Lissandra, made from my hand, is just not her, even if she bears some similarities and knowledge.

Now that I think about it, since she took something after me, isn’t that telling a bit? Me being so annoyed by her personality…such self-disses are quite rare.

As always, when I’m in such a mood, Biscuit comes running, this time not even using mana arms. He just wobbles on his short legs, woofs at me, and puts his head on my chest.

Such a good boy.

I start petting him immediately, and he closes his eyes, his tail slowly moving from side to side.

Should I have Biscuit eat Lissthaniel? Knowing the doggo, he might absorb all her skills and knowledge to rise up as the first Absolute from the Earth.

“…”

Okay, that is too scary; let’s not do that.

In revenge for making me think such scary thoughts, I pull his cheek, still keeping some part of my mind focused on dealing with my mana and awkwardly trying to cycle it.

While I’m lying down, another little body sneaks closer, lies next to me, puts her small head on my chest, and snuggles up.

“What are you doing, Isabella?” I ask.

“I had a fight with Sophie,” the little girl says, pouting.

Oh my, she is using her full name instead of “Soph.” It must be serious. Still, it’s not my problem, so I just stay quiet.

“You’re not going to ask me why?” Isabella complains.

“No,” I answer simply. Knowing her, I’m sure she will tell me anyway. I spent enough time with her on the third floor to know that.

“I keep telling her to go and become friends with you, but she keeps refusing,” she says.

As I thought, and what the heck, Izzy?

“You are strong, so we will be safer if we become friends,” Isabella continues.

That’s so shameless. Then, even without me answering, little Isabella continues to talk. I don’t even have to talk; she just reads my mood or emotions or whatever she does and reacts to that. It’s something I’ve gotten used to, and even though it’s a bit annoying that she can read me, it’s not that bad because it’s a little girl that holds such ability.

“It’s not like we would bring you nothing! We would be friends, so we could help you. Sophie is strong, and so am I!” Isabella says.

I pet Biscuit and still don’t say anything, just letting her read me.

“We are not as strong as you, but…but…” She quiets down, and her eyes become a bit wet, the little girl seemingly close to crying.

But I know her! She is too devious; I know crocodile tears when I see them!

Getting a read on my reaction, she just sighs and stands up quickly.

Her tears are gone as if they never existed, and the little aspiring actress points at me. “You will become friends with Sophie!” She stomps her small leg and then points at Biscuit. “And I will take the doggo from you!” She stomps again, and this time, I notice she is even more serious.

The little girl then turns around and rushes back to her sister.

So that’s it, the great Biscuit war has started. I did receive the official challenge, and now it’s up to me to defend this burrito-like doggo.

I turn and look at Biscuit, who just continues blinking slowly, unbothered at all. The best doggo of the third floor then yawns. Before he closes his mouth, I put my finger into his mouth, and he bites on it gently as he closes it.

He blinks again, this time with a hint of surprise.

You are mine.


CHAPTER 59
THERE’S NO WAY



So a person would think that my passive would fully take care of my mana, right? Its description goes like this:

Mana-Fortified Resilience (Rare)

The user’s resilience strengthens with their current mana reserves, boosting resistance to physical strain and also enhancing resistance to various energies.

What a bunch of crap!

The passive most likely doesn’t negate the effect of too-high mana fully. It might be because it’s of too-low rarity. Sure, it helps a lot, and when I cycle my mana as Lissthaniel showed me, I don’t even have to waste [Focus] on holding it back.

As always, I blame the system and send a rude message to BenDover in the Community. He seems to be getting used to it and answers just as rudely. The guy doesn’t know how petty I am.

I’m able to wait years for the right chance, so it doesn’t matter if the Community Tournament happens only every four years like the Olympic Games or once per year. I will wait and then…huhu.

But dealing with my increased mana also reminds me of my other passive that is helping me with it: Mana Flow (rare), the passive I got from my Mana Channeler class together with the active skill [Mana Surge].

At the start, I was quite happy with it, but as more time passes, I’ve started feeling quite disappointed. The class needs a serious upgrade to be viable. Lately, I almost do not use Surge as I can do something similar on my own, and the passive doesn’t even feel that strong anymore.

Plus, I didn’t even get a sniff of a Subclass. As I told Tess before, I think the Subclass is something we get after reaching the fourth floor. As for an upgrade or new Primary class, I think we will get it at Level 150. That’s when we will turn from one-question-mark to two-question-marks. Isn’t that quite cool?

We have also moved beyond the wall, and our camp is a beautiful grassy field with white trees that have golden leaves. The stream of water nearby is the reason we keep staying here. People continue to bathe in it daily, and we drink water to the point our bellies are bulging.

The only time we leave is to hunt some sparrows. The past few days were peaceful. We continue to keep a watch all the time, but there is not a single monster here after we killed the Undead ones, so we take it easy and restore our energy before we get ready to move beyond the blue wall that is ahead of us.

“You are thinking again. You should be paying more attention to your surroundings,” Tess says, but I can hear in her voice that she doesn’t mean it that much.

“That’s why you are here. Anyway, how is it going?”

“You would have known if you didn’t spend most of your time somewhere beyond the white wall.” Tess pokes me slightly. “But it’s going pretty well. Sophie is trusting me a bit more now, Maya still listens to me…” She pauses. “That also reminds me that you could give Maya a few pointers with [Focus] and [Armament].”

“I don’t think she would like it.”

“I can talk her into it. Don’t worry. Lately, she has been quite cooperative, so I don’t think it would be a bad idea to help her a bit if you are willing to.”

I continue to look down at the grassy green fields. We are both sitting on a skyscraper-like tall white wall, our legs dangling from the edge. The view is beautiful. A stunning, almost fable-like area down there creates a sharp contrast with the permanently cloudy weather and the ruined city behind the wall.

To answer Tess’s question, I just nod. It shouldn’t be too annoying to spend a few hours helping Maya out. I trust that Tess knows what she is doing, and I need to help once in a while since she is dealing with this annoying stuff.

“Hadwin is also quite cooperative; he helps me a lot, and he is good at dealing with Kim, Aaron, and Dennis. You could give him some pointers as well,” Tess says carefully.

“Oi, I’m already helping Kim and Lily, and you added Maya to that. Just tell Kim to shoot rocks at Hadwin and tell Hadwin to defend with his [Strengthening]. But tell him to only use it at places where the rocks are going to hit him and not on his entire body. Or you can keep throwing him off the wall until he is able to strengthen himself enough to not get any wounds.”

What am I, a teacher? I can observe them a bit more and help them when I want to learn their skills or something, but right now, I’m too busy with Lissthaniel, my mana, preparing for another construct. I barely even hunt.

“I will do that, but Lily is also a bit of a problem. After you spoke with her, she is a bit more open and spends some time with other girls, but she keeps asking where you are. I guess you know the reason.” Tess’s eyebrows lift up as she looks at me.

“It’s fine. She will get over it,” I answer.

“Nat, she saw you explode two people in front of her while you laughed, yet she still continues to look at you like you are a prince on a white horse. I don’t think she will get over it.”

Dang it.

“Can’t you add her to your harem?” I ask.

“Nat…”

“Okay, okay. Maybe I can start burping in front of her, eating with my mouth open, and slurping loudly when I drink.”

“The hell? That’s so childish.” Tess puts a hand in front of her mouth and quietly giggles. “Well, for now, it’s not too big of a problem, so we can leave it as it is.”

Good, if we ignore it long enough, it will solve itself. That’s how it works.

Right?

“Little pup, are you dumb or something? It’s obvious that the attribute upgrade is as strong as it is. You can only ever upgrade a single attribute. I think you underestimate the importance of that,” Natssandra says. “And most people get their attribute upgrade around Level 150.”

I move a bit closer, still cycling my mana, and listen as the brooch made of meat speaks. Actually…maybe I could call her sausage? Don’t people throw whatever into the mixer and create a sausage out of it? This is slightly similar.

“You have only four attributes, and each attribute has the same three possible upgrades for everyone. Every upgrade then has three stages. That’s basic. For example, the mana attribute has Amplification, Restoration, and Potency. I went with Potency and got to stage two, really close to stage three. You went for Amplification and reached the first stage.”

Or maybe she’s more of a meatball? There are some of my bones in it, so that’s not as fitting.

“The strength upgrade, for example, has these options: Intensity, Efficiency, and Momentum. So, as I said, you take that creature you call a dog, put it near a firestone you set for half efficiency, and let it cook for ten⁠—”

“Hey, what the heck!”

“Oh, so you are paying attention. I had a feeling you were ignoring me,” Lissandra says.

“Obviously, I’m listening.”

She’s giving out some free information—useful free information. I need to get as much as possible before the system decides it’s enough. For now, it seems like we either haven’t gone beyond what the system judges as acceptable or it just straight-up doesn’t detect her. Either way, good for me.

The reason might also be that she’s made out of my left hand and bears some of my personality. At this point, I don’t even know if it was the original fake Lissandra’s intention or just a lucky mistake.

Lissthaniel then continued, and I listened carefully.

When I open Beyond Community, it still shows that only three out of ten people are in there. Also, Savant is in the chat.

Savant - If you wanted to act as if you were dead, you should have told Grumpy to keep her mouth shut.

Oh, dang it, Lily.

Savant - So how did you like Beyond’s first trial?

Noname - What happened? Aren’t you friendlier right now? Will you ask something from me in the next message?

Savant - As if. I just think if we start talking here a bit more, the third guy will join. I think he’s one of the 13. Well, now, ten people that didn’t use the Community up until now.

Noname - Or he/she is someone that started in Beyond the same way we started Hell.

Savant - Even you should know how impossible that is.

Noname - This would be an interesting thought.

Savant - You wanted to say scary.

Noname - Yes, yes.

After a few more messages, I close the window and think about what I said, then just shake my head. There’s no way someone started in Beyond.

Then, while sitting and leaning against the tree, I look at the remaining members of group 4, who stand in a circle, all of them looking down at the fleshy and, in my opinion, quite gross item on the ground.

Yep, I just took Lissandra from her home, the dusty floor of a nearly ruined house, and let her touch some grass. I also introduced her to the others so no one could complain that I left a thousands-of-years-old grandma in a house alone and without any company.

“Are these finger bones?”

“I see some veins, and this looks like a fingernail?”

“…So disgusting.”

“Take it away…”

“Isabella, can you burn…”

Hadwin splits from the group and stops in front of me. I look up at him, still leaning against the tree while sitting on the ground. It’s quite nice.

“Nathaniel, what the fuck?” the older man says.


CHAPTER 60
GIVING A LITTLE PUSH



That’s quite a rude thing to say, Haddy. I just introduced you to the mighty Absolute—a woman with the ability to mess with the system and thousands of years of experience. Yet you’re talking about burning her and asking me a question with such a rude tone?

When I met her in her new form, I showed her the utmost respect, and… Hey, Izzy, what are you doing? Are you seriously going to burn her?

I quickly stand up and disrupt Isabella’s mana, which has already started turning into flames.

That was close.

“It’s creepy!” the little girl complains.

“You can’t burn stuff only because they are slightly creepy.” I look at now-silent Lissthaniel—an oval brooch made out of meat, skin, veins, and some hair; the thing is living and slightly pulsating.

Damn, maybe we really should burn… No, no! I have to hold myself back.

“There is no need to be so creeped out. Say hello to Lissandra. Some of you have met her on the second floor. An older gray-haired lady who collected so many of us.”

Just saying that makes plenty of them remember, and from the looks on their faces, it doesn’t make them any happier.

So I quickly give them a short description and warn them multiple times not to come too close to her and never ever touch her. They can learn a thing or two, and if they are dumb enough to ignore my warnings, they won’t last that long anyway.

I leave them to play with Lissandra while I move a bit further from them.

Obviously, Lissandra isn’t too happy about all of that and is mostly silent, but I’m sure she will open up! It’s nice to make some friends. I’m also sure she will get super annoyed seeing them practice their skills and will offer a rude bit of advice or two.

That’s the reason why I took her with me; it’s totally not because it would be too annoying to try to hide her. Yup, totally not that.

“Are you sure it’s safe to have her around?” Tess asks as she moves closer. I can feel her mana constantly monitoring Lissandra even as she talks to me.

“Yeah, I thought it over for the past few days, and I really think she can’t do anything drastic. Her mana is low; she is limited by the system and unable to take over our minds or bodies. She can at most attack us.” I pause. “She could kill some of us even with as low mana as she has, but I don’t think she will do that.”

Lissandra and I are similar, and even more so now that I have somehow affected her imprint.

Obviously, I can’t be absolutely sure. I know that I would try to cling to my life even to the point of breaking an agreement we have, but she knows the moment she tries something and I notice it, our deal is off. And she has a really strong impulse to fulfill her mission of giving me coordinates and making me stronger to be able to reach the real Lissandra.

I noticed that in the past few days while talking to her. It’s as if the imprint’s base is its mission and everything else is secondary, even to the point of changing her behavior.

“Just in case, don’t allow anyone to touch her. I’ll be the only one moving her. Also, no one is allowed to talk to her one-on-one; there always needs to be you or Hadwin present. Otherwise, there will be consequences.” I say the last part out loud, making sure everyone hears.

“Sophie can talk to Lissandra only when I’m around, okay?” I add and get multiple reactions that I already ignore. Then I turn back to Tess.

“Does it sound reasonable?” I ask her, and after a bit of thinking, she nods.

“You don’t seem to be affected by her, and everything you said is somewhat logical, so it’s fine,” Tess says. Both of us fall silent while looking at our group still gathered around the brooch, talking to Lissandra, who barely speaks.

“Nathaniel?” another quiet voice sounds as Lily joins me and Tess. Her eyes flick between me and tall, athletic, blond Tess.

“Yup?” Am I not getting super popular? So many people want to talk to me.

“I think I noticed something weird…” She pauses and then takes a deep breath. “I think there is some weird healing effect the closer we get to the blue wall.” Another pause. “It’s not strong right now, but I can feel it. It’s similar to my skill but weaker.”

Oh my, so the natives were right? The closer to the middle of the city, the stronger the healing effect is, and near the absolute middle, it will be to the point of making people immortal?

“It might be the Saint’s field we heard about, but it’s hard to imagine how powerful the Saint must be to be able to cover such a big area, even though the effect is weaker at the edges,” Tess says.

“Yes! It’s super strong, I think. Maybe it’s some item? You have a rare javelin from Nathaniel, Tess.” For a moment, she glances at me, and the look in her eyes is hard to translate. She quickly looks back at Tess. “Maybe there is an item with a much higher rarity that is creating the field? I can’t imagine her doing that constantly.”

“She could be. It wouldn’t be that hard for someone of a high level to have a high-rarity passive skill that radiates a healing aura. Or she could have something that constantly drains some of her mana and, with the help of her healing skill, radiates it. It could be an item; it could be a tattoo or a construct. There are plenty of ways.”

“Oh…” Lily says only that much.

She seems a bit down, so as I stand up, I compliment Lily for noticing the strengthening healing field closer to the blue wall. She smiles at me brightly while glancing at Tess. It seems as if she is challenging Tess to say something or trying to show off in front of the older blond girl.

I keep forgetting, but Lily should be close to eighteen years old. Of course, there are plenty of useless thoughts going through her head.

Having a feeling that she will cause some trouble in the future because of that, I flick her forehead preemptively before leaving her behind with Tess.

I take only a few steps and ignore Natssandra on the ground, stopping in front of the dark-skinned, athletic Maya. She is around twenty-five, isn’t she? She surely won’t be as childish as others and cause me any problems.

“Tess asked me to give you a few pointers.” I point at the small clearing some distance away. “Let’s go there.”

I notice that she enters her [Focus], which is much lower leveled than mine and possibly with different upgrades. Maya then nods and follows me, and as we walk, I notice that she is getting ready—stretching a bit, warming up her muscles. I can hear her breathing rhythmically as she tries to calm herself down and get ready.

When we finally stop, I notice that Kim is also nearby. The boy waves at me, smiling apologetically. Behind him, two dipshi…twins are as well, watching, but the two of them avoid my gaze and look everywhere else.

I spend a few seconds staring at them, and in the end, I realize they aren’t using [Connection] at all to talk amongst themselves. At least they learned that I don’t like it.

Then Lily joins as well, increasing our audience to four people.

Dang it.

For a moment, I just want to send them all away, but all of them are super quiet, barely looking at us and further away from us. They are not even moving and hardly breathing, and I don’t feel them using mana.

It’s almost cute how hard they are trying to not bother me but still want to watch.

“Okay! Fine. Just watch, you little twerps, but remember that it will cost you,” I say. They still do not move, only nod.

I turn to Maya while taking off my jacket. The third floor is still cold, so we all have warm clothes from the system. They are warm but not as comfortable to move in.

After putting the jacket down, I start rolling up the long sleeves of my shirt until they are at my elbows. As I do so, I am once again reminded of the striking white paleness of my left arm, the same paleness Lily’s restored left arm has.

I give Maya a bit of time, and she does the same. Soon, both of us stand there observing each other.

[Focus] and [Armament] are two skills both of us have; no one else from the group has them. I haven’t given it much thought up until now, but Maya indeed started with some nice skills. If it’s as we think and we got offered skills that fit us the best, she can become really strong, which is also confirmed by the system throwing her into Hell Difficulty.

“Focus more and do not move,” I tell her, and she listens, once again without any reply. The way her eyes calmly track me looks eerie to the point it’s almost creepy.

Is this how I look to others when having my [Focus] running nearly constantly?

I stop in front of her, and I notice her body twitching, getting ready to spring up anytime and fight back.

“Do not move,” I say, and finally, a knife forms in my hand. I start slowly moving the tip toward her neck. I enter [Focus], and I can see her breathing change; her chest starts moving faster, and the blood pulses vividly as it passes through her veins. She clenches her hand as well, but she is not moving. I reach out and observe her mana and realize that she is moving it through her body, ready to strengthen it at any moment.

“[Focus],” I repeat. I move my hand with the dagger a bit closer and then, instead of using it, I push her with the other hand. The entire time, her eyes were glued to the dagger made of pale blue mana.

“Fuck, how can I [Focus] when you are about to stab me?!” Maya says as she slips out of her skill.

Wow, isn’t this really awkward? Wasn’t my [Focus] better on the first floor? Tess was right; Maya really needs a bit of help. How the heck can you waste such skill and use it so badly and get so easily scared by the dagger to the point of focusing only on it?

“Okay, change of plans. Kim, get your ass over here,” I say.

Kim immediately steps closer, seemingly even happy to be part of it.

“You will take some smaller stones and shoot them at Maya while I spar with her. Only avoid her eyes; everything else is fine,” I say. That makes him hesitate a bit. So I add, “Can you do it?”

As if these are magical words, he immediately nods, and I turn back to Maya, the knife in my hand transforming into something looking like a stick.

I guess I will have to give her a bit of a push. I’m sure she will appreciate it…one day.


CHAPTER 61
BECAUSE OF UNEXPECTED OCCURRENCES



“So you beat Maya, and that helped her improve?”

“Yup.”

“Why do you sound so proud, Nathaniel?”

“Tess, look, we improved her [Focus] by three levels. She’s also more used to getting hit, so she’s not twitching every time something touches her.”

“Nat, she came to me, nearly crying, asking me to stop you.”

“Wow, does she have no pride? She’s like five years older than you.” I shake my head.

“It’s also terrifying that her skill went up by three levels. I know how much she hates it, so what did you do?” Tess asks.

“She is dumb. Anyway, it wasn’t that hard. I just sparred with her and had Kim shoot some small stones at her. It helped her get used to getting hit, and I kept doing that until she didn’t have any other option than to enter deeper [Focus] to…to escape.”

“I know that you probably know best how [Focus] works, so I won’t stop you.” Even saying that, Tess shakes her head.

“Good! You know, it’s actually more fun… It’s more productive than I thought! I can observe her and the way she uses her skills. To be honest, I expected her to be much worse, but she’s not that bad, and the way she uses her skills is quite interesting.”

“Why don’t you put her against someone more on her level and only give her advice? Maybe Lily?” Tess asks.

“Oh, no, no, no. Nope. Totally no. Lily would tear her apart.”

“…Really?”

“Yup, if you aren’t careful, Lily might get to Beyond earlier than you. Did you know that that silly girl already reached Level 75 and used her upgrade token on a difficulty change token? She said she knew what I used it on the moment she got the quest.”

“That might complicate things. Do you think she can clear it?”

“You might laugh at me, but I think she will be able to do it when she is closer to Level 140, maybe 150? Her [Disintegration] and [Rejuvenation] are super, and I mean really super good skills. Damn, if I had them, I would bulldoze through the floors.”

After a short pause, Tess asks, “What level were you when you entered Beyond?”

Hoho, competitive, aren’t you?

“One hundred fourteen, but multiple skills over thirty. Right now, I am 124.” I give her a short moment to take it in and ask, “What level are you, Tess?”

“One hundred two,” she says shortly, but I can see that she is still thinking.

At this point, I’m sure she will enter Beyond the moment she fulfills all the requirements, even though combining two skills might be the most difficult one, so she might have to wait a bit.

“How do you like the body upgrade?” I ask her.

“Oh? That? It’s as you said. I need less food and water, and I also don’t sleep as much. Other effects are less noticeable, but even that is pretty amazing.”

“Fair enough. The javelin I gave you?”

To that, she turns around and looks at the javelin that constantly hovers near her, even as we talk. The tip is pointing at the sky, and the gray metal shines ominously as it quietly floats near her. Tess is constantly keeping control of the weapon and making it float and follow her anywhere she moves.

At this point, it doesn’t even seem to take that much focus from her. As I did, she also gets used to her skills to the point it’s not much of a problem to keep some running constantly.

“It’s extremely durable and works surprisingly well with my lightning.” Another javelin moves a bit closer. It’s an uncommon one she found here on the third floor. Similarly to the rare one made out of endurium that I gave her, it floats near her.

Not gonna lie. Tess looks extremely capable and cool, having two javelins constantly floating near her and doing all the fighting, talking, and other stuff without showing any trouble keeping the weapons afloat.

“Your dagger?”

To her question, I look at the obsidian dagger in my hand. The one I took from the goblin in Beyond’s first trial.

“I like it. I already learned to strengthen its effect a bit by infusing my mana into it. There is a limit to how much mana I can infuse, but it flows through the dagger quite nicely, and the waste is lower than when I create a weapon from scratch.”

I then move the dagger and cut my arm a bit while activating the dagger’s effect. I feel poison enter my body, immediately starting to limit my mana regeneration and making it harder for me to control my mana.

It’s good training, if I have to say so.

The goal is to strengthen myself against any disruptive bullshit as much as possible.

First, I will improve my hold over mana with Mana Cycling Lissandra showed me. Then I will make it harder to do with the help of the dagger and by releasing some passives bit by bit until I’m fully capable of controlling my mana even without the help of the passives.

The next step is to practice [Resonance]. If my theory is right, I should be capable of changing the frequency of my mana into a frequency that would be different from a disruptive attack on my mana.

The theory behind it is difficult, and even Natssandra told me to put my mind to more useful stuff during one of our lessons, but hey, it’s worth a try.

I stare down at the Alghoul that is held by four mana arms that reach out from behind my back and hold the monster in place two steps away from me. The monster continues to wiggle and try to get away while biting at me.

Its flames continuously try to corrode and melt my mana. An interesting ability Alghouls have, yet my mana is way too much for the poor guy that is barely Level 100.

Yet I continue to observe the green flames that continue to try to attack my mana arms.

At some point, I weaken one of the arms and watch the flames bite into it in an effect that is similar to [Disruption]. If I had to say, it feels like flames that are combined with [Disruption].

I quite like that; I like that a lot.

What if I cover my flames with a similar effect? Any dumbass fighting against me would get his face melted off by the flames that he thought his mana barrier and skills would stop.

Heheh.

Sounds good!

It’s not something life-changing, obviously. For me, it’s not a problem to disrupt opponents’ mana and then use flames, but the constant pressure the flames could offer is nice. Meanwhile, I use [Resonance] mostly in short bursts.

One of my mana arms moves and tears off the Alghoul’s arms, the left one, obviously. If I have to suffer with my cursed and constantly broken and injured left arm, so will this monster!

As mana flows, the flames change the way they move, and their effect changes too, as they start flickering around the place where I tore the arm off and start restoring it.

To that, I take a step closer and continue to observe the entire process while ignoring the monster that constantly tries to bite me, its teeth snapping close to my face.

This skill is too different from Lily’s, so I hoped that I would be able to observe something, but even after a few days of bullying… of observing the guy, I didn’t find anything. It feels as if there is something I’m missing, and it’s starting to annoy me.

No matter how much I have Lily to help me, or how much I observe Hadwin’s weaker healing skill or the monsters around, I’m unable to replicate it.

It feels like there is something else at play, something that I’m unaware of.

Whatever!

A notification sounds as four mana arms tear apart and kill the monster, and with a strong pulse of [Resonance], I stop it from restoring.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I will owe whatever to whoever helps me learn a healing or regenerating skill.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Look who’s talking! Just pick a healing trait or passive skill, lol.

Oh boy, do not remind me of missing out on them because of…unexpected occurrences, yup.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - You have Grumpy, don’t you?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Yes, he has (,,> ᴗ <,,)

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Wow, Noname really wants to dump the poor girl! Grumpy, never ever teach him how to heal. He won’t need you then and will leave you behind!

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - He wouldn’t do that!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Probably, but don’t you want to be absolutely sure? No one knows what this mana maniac is thinking about.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Oh…that’s…

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Oi, do you want to get beaten, Brainiac?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - I’m not scared of you! At this point, I’m sure the Community tournament will never start, and it’s not like I will meet you anywhere else.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - You will end up begging him to forgive you the moment the system announces the tournament.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yup!

What a jerk.

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - Food!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Oh look, Biscuit came here! Who’s a good boy!

FoodFood (Hell, group 4) - FOOD!

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yes, yes, you are!

I close the Community.

Okay, healing would be nice to have, but currently, my constructs and passives, especially the Reinforcement construct and Mana-Fortified Resilience, take a huge chunk of my mana and transfer it to body strengthening. It’s at the point it almost isn’t funny.

I’m sure my body is most likely more durable than Hadwin’s when he activates his [Strengthening]. And then when I use Symbiotic Transference, the upgrade of [Redistribution], and use [Mana Infusion], as well, my body becomes strong to a terrifying degree.

Yup, with all of these things considered, I’m sure I could take on someone a few levels higher than me and focused on a melee build. That offers me multiple options, yet this one is secondary.

I delve deep into myself and observe my mana, which is now, after an attribute upgrade, higher than ever. I reach out toward it, and it reacts to my thought and starts moving and circling the way I want. It strengthens my body, fuels my skills, exits my body, and changes shape as I want it to. Even with my passive and construct eating up so much of it, there is still plenty of it left.

So it’s time for another construct. Just one more before we gather some supplies and move beyond the blue wall and finally finish this floor.

The construct I will create will be something that increases control over my mana in case someone tries to disrupt it or take it. Something that will help me to keep it and won’t allow any interference I won’t agree with.

And to do that, I will combine my experience with disrupting mana and my newest skill: [Resonance].

I already have the structure in mind.


CHAPTER 62
4TH CONSTRUCT



“You can’t hurt Soph!”

“I’m not going to hurt her.”

“Lies, you really want to punch her every time you see her,” the little girl squeaks at me while looking like an angry kitten.

Damn, Izzy, you are getting better and better at reading me. The problem is that your skill works with so little mana, it’s hard to block it. To be honest, it’s quite fascinating.

“Do you need something from me?” Sophie says from behind little Isabella, who covers her older sister with her small body.

“I need you for a bit of testing,” I say to her, and that makes her lift up one of her eyebrows in surprise. She thinks about it for a second and then taps her sister’s shoulder.

“Izzy, why don’t you go and play with Biscuit?” Sophie says.

That finally makes Izzy hesitate a bit, and her defensive stance weakens. “I need to protect you! You are too dumb to do it on your own, Soph!”

That makes a gentle smile appear on Sophie’s face, and she hugs Isabella from behind and gives her a small peck on her cheek, to which the little kid giggles. “It’s fine, Izzy. I don’t think he will hurt me without any reason, and you should feel it too, right?”

Isabella then looks at me and back at Sophie and sighs.

“Fine! But I will hate you if you do something!” she shouts at me before she heads toward where I saw Biscuit resting.

“Biscuit!” Isabella shouts, and then I hear a short, almost surprised-sounding bark, and I see four human-like arms made of mana appear and start moving creepily. The doggo immediately tries to escape, just a moment after being woken up.

“Yes! Let’s play catch!” the little girl says.

Oh, Izzy, I don’t think he is playing. It looks more like he is escaping.

“So what was it?” Sophie asks. Her eyes are surprisingly calm as she looks at me.

I sit down and gesture for her to do the same. “It’s quite simple. I will show you something, and I want you to check for mistakes with your [Manipulation].”

“I’m surprised you are asking me. Why don’t you ask Lissandra for help? She seems to quite like you.”

“I don’t trust her.”

It’s as simple as that. I do not trust Lissandra. Sure, I will take some advice from her and improve my skills and handling of mana, but I do not want her to mess with my constructs, not at all.

I believe she could give me some really deep knowledge and improve them so much I would become much stronger. It’s just that constructs are changes to my body, circuits I barely understand at my present level. Who knows what a mess she could cause? Maybe she would be able to leave seeds of her imprint. Maybe she would be able to work around the system limiting her.

“Lissandra is out of the question when it comes to this,” I say once more.

“I see. So why me?” This time, Sophie seems to be slightly curious.

“You are the best one after me when it comes to manipulating mana. It’s as simple as that.”

“And you trust me to be more reliable than Lissandra?”

“Nope, I just know I can handle you and that I’m much stronger than you. I can also notice your tampering.”

“That’s quite rude.” Even saying that, Sophie doesn’t seem to mind.

“Yup, so will you do it?” I ask her.

“As if I have any choice. But yes, I will do it if it means getting on your good side,” she confirms.

“Good! Now, look at this mana stone. I etched a temporary construct inside it. It doesn’t work right now, but that’s fine. I just want you to check it and tell me if there are some messed-up parts.”

When I give her the mana stone, she takes it carefully, and while still looking at me, she infuses it with her mana and then turns her full attention to it.

One minute.

Two minutes.

Sweat starts appearing on her forehead.

“T-this is crazy.” She sighs, and when she looks at me, her eyes are full of emotion that is hard to read. “This is straight-up modifying your body. You would mess with your Kinetic Mana Heart, and a mistake would affect it in a way that is hard to predict. You could easily end up constantly disrupting your mana flow.”

“It’s fine. I will deal with it somehow.”

“This is not your first time; you already modified your body,” Sophie says, remembering. “So you surely realize how crazily dangerous it is.”

“Yes, yes. Now look at this thing.” I put my hands on her and send my mana inside the mana stone. “Look at this and this part. They are the ones I’m worried about the most.”

Her hand twitches slightly as I touch her, but then she also focuses her attention on the stone.

“They seem fine to me. I would be more worried about this part that should be connected to your Kinetic Mana Heart. It’s all weird.” She squints her eyes a little bit while saying that.

“Oh, ignore that. It’s fine. My heart is kind of weird. So how about this part?”

A short silence and I feel her mana moving through the stone. Her [Manipulation] is a skill including all kinds of manipulations. Manipulation of mana, manipulation of mana flow, manipulation of the body. The skill offers her some perspective I might not have.

I can probably do it without her; hell, I’m sure of it. But I want to be absolutely sure. Especially after the last time I tried to create a construct and nearly ended up the way Undead Winnie did.

“I think you are right; this one is a bit weird. I don’t have enough knowledge to say exactly what, but my skills make me feel that something isn’t good with it.” She points at the pathway and then at two more. “These ones are weird as well. It feels as if they are too ‘sharp’?”

Oh? Interesting. I reach in and examine them as well, then I make a few small changes and send a tiny bit of my mana through them. I do notice a slight difference: the mana flows more naturally.

“This one is weird as well,” Sophie says and points to another one. Even though she lacks the knowledge, her skill offers her some insight into this.

Then, to test her, I make a mistake; I change one pathway in a way that would surely kill me if I go with it. It’s a barely noticeable change, something I could easily miss. Then I watch her.

She examines the construct and finds the pathway I changed. It takes her a few seconds, and she notices the mistake immediately, saying, “Oh, this needs to be changed again. It seems super dangerous,” as she continues to examine another part while I fix it.

After I fix it, she goes back to it and checks again, saying, “It seems fine now.”

“I see,” I say.

We continue for a few more hours, and Sophie is a great help. She points out a few more things and gives me more warnings. Stuff like: “A single mistake can kill you,” or “I would not do that,” or my favorite: “You shouldn’t just go on and modify your body just a few months after getting mana.”

No, you totally should. You can totally do it successfully as well! And I will do it for other people! My next construct will be for Hadwin. The older man doesn’t know it yet, but I’m sure he would agree.

Just imagine, a bunch of people that I will strengthen with my constructs. By doing that, I will gain some experience and have them deal with annoying stuff like looking for food and water, killing weaker monsters, and building hideouts so I can focus on my own training and strengthening.

Sounds good to me.

But first, I check on Lissandra, making sure others keep their distance from her. During the past few days, she has already given a few good pieces of advice, and the one who spends the most time with her is Hadwin.

Just to make sure, I observe him and the brooch for an hour and do not notice a thing, not a single whiff of mana from Lissandra and only some mana from Hadwin, who continues to test his skills. I examine him a bit more, but I don’t see anything.

Seems fine. Now, then, back to my construct!

I go to the place on top of the white wall where I get into position. Tess keeps a watch nearby. I close my eyes, putting my attention on my body and my heart. The process this time won’t be as long or painful. I already have the design in mind, and I remember it, so I just need to repeat it on my body.

My [Focus] consolidates, and the world around me disappears from my mind. I only see my body, my pathways, and my heart that beats quietly intertwined with a web of mana that creates kinetic energy when I wish it to.

I am prepared. I’ve checked multiple times, so there’s no time to hesitate. I immediately start working, and time doesn’t matter anymore as I modify my body with the help of [Mana Manipulation] and [Mana Infusion]. This part takes the longest, but slowly and surely, the construct is prepared.

Then I test it more, send some mana through, and examine the changes, not wanting the last time I did it to repeat. Everything feels right.

The construct is the most difficult I’ve ever created, and there are some parts where I’m not even sure how it works, so I’m only led by my instincts and my skills, with the help of all my testing.

[Resonance] activates to make the final changes, and it’s ready as I connect it to my heart. First, mana starts flowing through it, and the construct slowly comes to life. The construct covers my entire body and affects my mana flow. And not only that, but it also affects my heart.

As many times before, I realize how crazy this kind of modification is, but I still push forward. This construct is something I need and something I will continue to improve in the future.

I do it because there are situations I do not want to repeat.

Finally, the notification sounds, and I check the text.

Congratulations, you have created your fourth Construct. The name will be kept as such and will be shown in the status under active skills and over passive skills.

Well done!

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

A protective mantle seamlessly integrated with the user’s mana heart and body. Solely designed to prevent external influences from disrupting or hijacking the user’s mana flow.


CHAPTER 63
TIME TO SAY GOODBYE



So, that’s it. The fourth construct is something I would consider a huge success. The mantle takes around ten percent of my mana, which continues to change through the mana pathways that cover the entirety of my body.

I can turn it off or on when needed, but I decide to have it permanently running in the background.

Then there’s the Reinforcement construct that takes thirty percent of my mana. The two constructs combined take quite a nice chunk of my mana, but the effect is a strengthened body and mana that only someone exceedingly powerful can take away from me. In the future, I will upgrade them further and tweak them, but right now, it’s great.

In a good mood, I stand up and, after thanking Tess for keeping watch, I leave to give a few pointers to Maya and the kids.

HADWIN HARPER

It’s already night, and we can hear the wind from behind the white wall. Yet the place where we are is nice and quiet, illuminated by multiple orbs that Nathaniel created and filled with some kind of mana fire. Some of them are bigger, and others are a bit smaller, but all of them emit a soft, dark yellow light and even some warmth against the cold air.

Nathaniel created them in a few seconds, and surprisingly, even after a few hours, they still emit some light and warmth. Weaker, but still present.

“For example, look at the orbs filled with thermal energy he created,” says Lissandra, the fleshy brooch on the ground. “Do you guys realize that if he made them even slightly unstable, they would explode after a while and most likely kill a few of you?”

As many times before, Lissandra complains about Nathaniel. It’s weird to hear that. In my eyes, he is exceedingly talented and daring, yet she seems to think it’s not enough.

I yawn and look around. Others seem to be already sleeping, so I move a bit closer to her to catch some warmth from the orb that’s near her.

“It’s not like we have much choice but to push and risk it. You might not care, but a few of us have families back on Earth.” The brooch listens as I talk. “Mothers, fathers, siblings, friends: they are still there, and if we are right, four rounds of the tutorial have already ended.”

“You said you would be forcefully returned to Earth in five years. Doesn’t that mean the first round was summoned twenty years ago and got out fifteen years ago?” Lissandra says. I know she is mostly being polite. She is really smart, so I’m sure she has thought about it much.

“There are multiple reasons why we didn’t notice anything.” I yawn and move a bit closer. It’s really cold outside. “The first one is that everyone died and no one got out of the tutorial. This one is a bit weird since there’s an Easy Difficulty.”

I pause, and Lissandra listens. She is quite polite today, but I don’t mind. It’s a welcome change from her grumpy self that slightly reminds me of Nathaniel.

“Another option is that there is someone policing them, taking all the returners under their control and not allowing them to do anything,” I say.

“As if something like that would be possible,” she says.

“I agree with you. Then there’s also the option that the system has something to do with it even after the tutorial.”

“This one is a bit better, but I can think of more,” Lissandra says, interrupting me, and her voice, the vibrations she creates with a minuscule amount of mana, gets quieter.

How amazing it is to talk with someone who has lived for hundreds or maybe thousands of years. My only regret is that she seems to be an imperfect imprint of the original from the second floor.

“Time dilation. All the rounds will end at once, no matter when people enter. The first round could start and end in a few seconds after starting, and the others as well. Meaning all the rounds will get out in a short amount of time.” When I want to say something, she doesn’t stop and talks over me. “Yes, I understood that you guys heard about disappearances a few weeks ago already, so another option is that the tutorial summons people every few days and then lets them out all at once.”

“What if everyone returns without their powers, and that’s why nothing happened?” This question worries me the most. Like all of us, I’ve already gotten used to our powers and our bodies that now heal faster, feel stronger, and slowly heal all the imperfections and older wounds.

I once again feel like a young, energetic man and will have a hard time saying goodbye to that.

“Power given by the system cannot be taken away by the system.” Lissandra’s voice is now even quieter. At the same time, the orb near her starts blinking, and the area where it releases heat becomes smaller.

Weird, Nathaniel’s orbs usually don’t do that.

I move closer to catch the heat but still stay careful not to get too close. Nathaniel warned us enough.

A silence ensues.

“Is Nathaniel really as talentless as you say?” I ask. It’s something that bothers me a lot. Because if he is talentless, most of us are much worse.

In the silence, the light from the orb becomes even weaker.

When I reach out to push myself up to stand, thinking that she won’t answer, she says in a quiet voice, “He is not.”

I pause in my movement and lean a bit closer, wanting to hear the answer more than any of the other questions I asked today.

“He has great talent when it comes to mana.” Her voice becomes even quieter, as if responding to the light that has also become weaker. “He could be considered one of the greatest talents back on my planet. Talented enough to become the apprentice of a Champion and maybe even replace him in the future, but that’s it. He would have a hard time getting further with his talent alone.”

The light becomes weaker.

“But that’s only when it comes to talent. The little pup…Nathaniel… Sometimes he terrifies me. The look in his eyes, the hunger and willingness to push himself to the brink of death. The absolute confidence he has in himself. He will either die young or reach places we thought were impossible.”

The light blinks and turns off, and I feel something touch my hand and quickly pull it back.

“But it also inspires me. I long forgot how it feels to put your life on the line and push to the point of breaking apart. I want it. I want to do the same.”

Then the light comes on again, and I glance down. The brooch is still the same and in the same spot, and where I kept my hand, the grass sways under the gentle light.

I let out a quiet, awkward laugh. What am I, getting scared by some grass touching me?

Then I ask another question.

My new construct? Good, very good!

I have Haddy try to disrupt my mana, and he can’t do anything. I don’t even fight back; I just let my construct work, and Hadwin’s attempts become a whisper in the wind, useless the moment they touch my body.

Sure, the mana outside of my body can still be affected, but the Mantle doesn’t allow him to reach inside me and stop me from strengthening my body. I even go a bit further back and find an interesting duo of monsters. You know, those two mage hunters—Templar Revenant and Rogue Revenant.

Those poor guys are literally no match… Well, they are super easy to deal with now. Sure, I make it last as long as possible, tearing them apart piece by piece, which helps me soften some bad memories I have of them hunting me for hours—all while I barely kept my body from breaking apart.

Ah, good old times.

Anyway, the Templar Revenant’s disruptive skill doesn’t do anything. Nothing at all. I let him hit me multiple times. He is only able to disrupt some external mana, but anything beneath my skin isn’t affected at all.

It makes me happy, almost as happy as kicking his severed head around. This will surely become one of my fondest memories.

I then spend a few more days giving pointers to others. Maya may seem reluctant at first, but when you push her hard enough, she follows through. I’ve realized that she’s someone who needs someone else to follow to make decisions for her. Probably so she can blame anything wrong that happens on that person instead of having to deal with it herself.

That’s why she so quickly joined Sophie, that’s why it was so easy for Tess to deal with her when we got split on the second floor, and that’s why I see some relief in her eyes when I tell her what to do.

The scary part is how thoughtfully she is following through. After some resistance, she just goes with it and even improves on the process, taking it a step further.

In the end, it’s interesting to watch her [Focus] and see her calm gaze, which takes in all the information and logically processes it before acting and improving on it.

Up until now, I thought that some members of group 4 were weaker than others, with Tess, Sophie, and I probably being the strongest and Lily showing massive potential. But I’ve changed my mind now. I think it’s more that they haven’t had an opportunity to shine and grow.

So here’s a question: should I focus on my own growth or help them a bit more? A larger group of capable people can be valuable, and if they become stronger, there are things I could learn from them. On the other hand, there’s a question of whether learning from them would give me more than training on my own would.

It’s annoying to decide right away, so I will keep doing what I do now, and I’ll see how it goes and deal with it later. It’s another problem for future Nathaniel. Screw that weirdo.

I come back to reality and cut off my thoughts, turning my attention back to Lissandra. In the past few days, I gathered as much information from her as possible, along with some methods I plan to use in the future. Still, I try not to follow it all. I’ll create my own way and gain my own strength. I won’t mindlessly follow in her footsteps.

Lissandra teaches a thing or two to almost everyone in the group while sharing some interesting information they are curious about.

Now, then, I should burn her before we move to the blue wall. Taking this thing closer to the highly regenerative aura of the Saint doesn’t sound like a good idea. Not at all. I’m sure that if she gets there, she will be able to restore her body somehow, and I don’t trust her enough to allow her to do that.

“I think it’s time for you to give me coordinates and say goodbye,” I tell the brooch.


CHAPTER 64
WARRIOR OF THE LAST KING



Aquiet laugh sounds from the brooch. “So you’ve realized it.”

I stay quiet. It’s obvious that she would want me to carry the brooch closer to the regenerative aura of the Saint.

“Won’t you change your mind? I could be a valuable help if I get back my body, even if I still won’t have my mana. I believe I would be able to restore even my Kinetic Mana Heart, given enough time.”

The offer she gives me sounds tempting, but I don’t have to think about it.

“No.” My answer is short and final. I then throw the uncommon mana stone Sophie found that I took from her. It nearly lands on her, close enough for her to inscribe coordinates. “You can put the coordinates there.”

“Aren’t you too careful, little pup? Your behavior hurts me.” Yet I still feel her mana reach out and touch the stone. It takes just a moment, but then it pulls back to the brooch.

I create an arm made of mana to grab the stone, then take five hours to examine it.

When I stop, my head hurts, but I’m quite happy with the result. There’s no way I can use the coordinates now; I can’t even understand them. But I transcribe them into my mind. I create something like a pocket for them and surround this pocket with the Mantle, which doesn’t allow it to affect anything outside of it.

I need to do it this way, as I’m not sure if the system won’t wipe the stone or if I won’t lose it in the future.

Then I send kinetic energy through the mana hand holding the stone and smash it to pieces. I burn them as well and smash them again. [Resonance] fires up multiple times, and only then do I stop.

“That’s too much.” Lissandra laughs, and I feel her collect her last remaining mana.

I wouldn’t be able to use the tiny amount for anything. I wouldn’t even be able to light a fire with it. Yet when she moves it, it feels exceedingly dangerous.

“I’ve noticed that you’ve sent others away. Is there a reason for that?” Her voice is calm and quiet, and the mana swirls around her. “Also, I consider it quite cheating that you came to me with so much kinetic energy already collected.”

“I will make sure to deliver the message,” I say, and I mean it.

She gave me something I’ve missed for a long time—a basic knowledge that I can rely on when I get lost. A knowledge I can use to make decisions faster and become stronger in my own way. And for that, I’m thankful.

But that’s where our deal ends. I can’t trust her not to try to take over my mind even though the system doesn’t allow that, and I’m sure she would try to do that at any moment the opportunity would arise. She said that herself.

I transfer all the kinetic energy I collected while talking to her into thermal energy and make it denser and more concentrated. Flames around me appear yellow but soon turn into golden ones.

“I know you will.” She attacks me at the same moment my flames shoot at her.

A short pulse of a minuscule amount of mana and the flames reach her, doing no damage at all. The brooch only moves slightly, as if in the weak wind.

Another pulse and my flames disappear as if they never existed.

Three javelins I throw at her freeze in the air and just straight-up refuse to move, making it look as if time itself has stopped.

A wave of my kinetic energy destroys the huge area around her, tearing the ground apart, pulling the trees from the ground, and turning stones into dust. Yet none of this touches her at all.

“This is how you do it, little pup.”

The brooch pulsates one last time, and a wave of mana hits me, destroying the armor around my body, ignoring my attempts to disrupt it, and pushing me back by one step. It doesn’t even feel like an attack, more like a slap on the back of the head that a teacher would give to an inattentive student.

Then the brooch stops moving, becomes paler, and even its movement, which seems like breathing, slows down.

All the mana the brooch had is depleted.

With no need for more words, my flames activate again and hit Lissandra, immediately burning her to dust. I continue to channel more and more energy through them and give them a few minutes.

When I stop, the brooch is gone.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - Hm? Yes, there was a guy in our group who upgraded his mana attribute with an upgrade token he got on Level 75. The poor guy literally exploded.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - I’m still saving my upgrade token! I need to get a bit stronger, and then I will most likely upgrade my attribute. I just need to be careful; our group also had a guy like that. Do you remember him, Lootenant?

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Sure, I do. He upgraded his strength, and then his body tore apart every time he tried to move. The guy wanted to go with a low constitution and high strength.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - Yeah, I’m also saving mine. We heard about it a bit on the second floor. People there usually upgraded attributes much later, closer to Level 150 and after careful thinking.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Noname, I bet you’ve already used yours on mana. How is it?

Should I tell them? They are people I might have to fight with in the future after we get back to Earth or here during the tournament. They seem friendly here, but who knows if it’s just a front they put on? They also got into Hell Difficulty, so they can’t be normal people.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - I recommend a high constitution or at least a (rare) passive that will help you deal with the upgraded attribute. That’s all I will say.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Thanks, Noname. I appreciate it.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Thank you, bro! It’s better to be careful when even this maniac recommends it, lol.

AnotherOneHere (Hell, TheGuild) - It’s a shame that the system barely gives us (rare) passives.

Bard (Hell, IDK) - Yeah, I’ve only seen two of them and…

Attention, a milestone has been reached. Entry into Irreversible Narrative Progression has been detected for all groups. In accordance, the Community Interface will now be deactivated for all groups within Hell Difficulty of the 5th round of the Tutorial.

The notification cancels, closing the Community, and I close the window. Then I stop walking and look at the giant blue wall that towers high into the air, just a few houses away from us.

It looks like the third floor is slowly coming to an end.

“The same as before?” Hadwin asks as all of us stand under the wall, looking up at it.

Tess is near me, Kim is with the twins, Lily is near Biscuit, and Sophie is standing a bit to the side with Isabella. The only one staying behind will be the last remaining member of Hard Difficulty, Frost. I’m not surprised that he doesn’t want to go with us, but I’m surprised that Sophie is letting him go.

(Food!) Biscuit shouts, and everyone turns to me as if waiting for something.

“What?” I ask. “Don’t look at me like that; it creeps me out.”

Tess pokes at me. “Are you not going to translate what Biscuit meant by that?”

“He wanted to call Hadwin an asshole,” I say.

(Asshole!) silly doggo immediately repeats.

Lily giggles, and even the boys seem to be smirking. Only Hadwin doesn’t seem to be too amused.

“We won’t need a platform this time,” Kim interrupts, and all heads turn to him. “I’ve improved a bit, so if you let me, I can make you all float to the top.”

It takes only a bit, and everyone agrees. Then, when Kim’s mana reaches me, I let it affect me while observing the entire process and the way he moves it.

Soon, all of us are lifted into the air after he makes us lighter with [Gravity Well] and then gently pulls us up with [Telekinesis].

As we’re getting higher and higher, some people start to get nervous, but I’m enjoying the process. This is how I imagine astronauts in orbit around the Earth feel. It’s a quite relaxing feeling, and it takes a few more minutes until we reach the top. Kim decides to do it slowly because of the scaredy-cats.

At the top, he pushes us toward the wall and slowly cancels the skill, letting us land gently.

Then the view of what lies behind the wall appears, along with us triggering some detection trap the moment we touch the top of the wall. For a moment, I track the pulse of the mana that is sent toward somewhere in the middle of the city from the place where we landed.

What lies behind the blue wall is the most beautiful city I’ve ever seen. Pearl-white walls of the buildings are adorned with delicate ornaments of blue or golden color. Hundreds, thousands of trees with vibrant green leaves. Fountains spewing pale blue water.

Even the inner side of the blue wall is totally covered by beautiful paintings depicting mountains and green hills full of grass and flowers. All the buildings are in perfect condition, not a single one of them cracked or destroyed, and the roads and streets are lined with trees that would offer nice shade on a hot day. There are even gardens all over the place.

And then, there, in the middle of the city, a simple tower stands. The tower is as tall as the highest skyscrapers on Earth, and its surface is without any ornament, just a polished white stone with lots of massive windows and giant balconies that oversee the city.

The top of the tower ends with a roof that seems to be made out of pure gold, and something reminding me of mana circuits adorns it. Even from this distance, I can feel the strong mana emanating from the tower.

I lift up my left hand, and resonating mana coats my right pointing finger. I make a cut into my left arm and then watch as it heals in front of my eyes. The speed of healing is equal to Lily using her healing to the fullest.

Just a few seconds after we land on top of the wall, I feel a massive burst of mana from someone in the middle of the city. Through the air, a figure flies toward us in a blur, trailed by golden lightning.

It takes only a moment for that figure to reach us, and soon the man stands at the top of the wall.

He smiles at us warmly. He has blond hair and blue eyes, a face that ten out of ten people would call handsome. The golden lightning lazily crackles around the man as he takes a step toward us and then stops. He is wearing shiny silver armor that is delicately adorned with blue ornaments of flowers. The armor is beautiful yet masterfully done. Slim, strong, delicate, and comfortable-looking, it moves together with the man, not hindering his movements at all.

Then the blond man looks at us, touches his chest with his right hand, and gives us a short bow before straightening up.

The confidence he exudes makes him stand out even more, and he continues to smile gently at us. “My name is Edwal. I’m one of the three warriors of the last king and one of the protectors of the last bastion of humanity. Who do I have the pleasure of meeting?”

[Tempest Tyrant - Level ??]


CHAPTER 65
CIVILIZED



Okay, let’s not send mana toward the man. Seeing question marks, he should be in the level range between 150 and 300. Sentient being with high stats and plenty of levels in skills. Something much more dangerous than a beast with mostly limited intelligence.

While Tess and Hadwin talk to the man, I continue to observe him with my eyes only and also examine the city behind him.

It’s beautiful, yet I see no movement down there. Parks are empty, and there is no one on the street. No matter how much I look, I don’t notice anything. The city seems dead.

I feel the man move and hold myself back from attacking him, even though I collect more mana inside my body.

The man called Edwal appears in front of me, trailed by golden lightning. He moves so quickly, it nearly looks like he teleported here. His face is so close, I could easily headbutt him.

“I missed your name,” he says as his pale blue eyes stare at me. He is still smiling.

“Nathaniel. It’s a pleasure to meet you, the third warrior of the last king, Edwal.”

He laughs a bit, yet his eyes do not move from me. He is not even blinking, and his smile becomes bigger and bigger. “Pleased to meet you, Nathaniel.” I gesture at Tess to not do anything. I’m sure Edwal noticed it, yet he doesn’t do anything.

“I like the look in your eyes, Nathaniel,” he says happily and finally breaks eye contact, turning to others, talking a bit louder now. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had visitors from behind the wall! Even though if you got here from this way, it must mean you have killed his majesty’s pet animals. Two wolves, deer, boar, and bear.”

He pauses and scratches the side of his head. “I don’t remember their names… It’s been a long time…” He laughs again. “Well, I stopped feeding them a few dozen years ago, so they’ve probably already died and been taken by Decay.”

He turns to us, his eyes unblinking and his smile showing his white teeth. “Well, that’s a bit annoying. His majesty really wanted to make Miss Saint happy and even built that garden so a few animals could stay there for her to watch.” Another giggle. “He even sacrificed one of the water sources to water the area and for animals to have something to drink.”

The man is crazy. Totally gone. His eyes keep flicking around; he is smiling way too much, and the tone of his voice indicates he may snap at any time. “Anyhow! Please follow me,” he says in a manner that leaves no doubt that we will do just that.

Then, unlike before, he starts walking along the wall, us trailing behind him silently.

Hmm, I think I can take him on. Should I do just that? It could be dangerous for some others, but with Tess as support, killing the man should be doable enough.

I think it over as we walk behind him along the wall. He is walking slowly, sometimes stopping for a moment, taking in a deep breath, and smiling brightly. Then he continues to walk again.

Let’s do it. He is just a shadow. A fake of the person that existed long ago.

“Oh, Nathaniel?” The man stops once again and turns to me. His armor shines as if there is a light landing on it even though there is no sun, and the sky is cloudy as always, with not a single piece of blue sky visible.

The man’s eyes change, and he now looks somehow formidable. The handsome blond man with piercing eyes. One of the three chosen warriors, protectors of the king and the Saint.

“If you decide to attack me, I will ignore you and the girl bearing two javelins.” He takes a step toward me, the smile gone from his face. “I’ll focus on that petite brunette you often check on. The one that bears powers so similar to Miss Saint.”

He pauses once again, moving closer again. “Then I will go after the little girl who has so much hot air around her and who continues to use [Empathy] on me. After that, I will kill the creature that reminds me of the dogs noble ladies used to keep. After the creature, I will tear apart that young black-haired boy who keeps looking at you as if you are his older sibling.”

A hint of a smile appears on his face. “I won’t do it with pleasure, obviously. I will do it only if you decide to attack me.”

I don’t say anything, and he continues, “It’s hard to fight when there are people you need to protect, right? Trust me, I know that very well, too well!” He spreads his hands, and the armor folds around his body. “So let’s be civilized, yes? There is no need to fight. You people are my guests until you get an audience with my king.

“I like the look in your eyes.” He says only that, and then the smile reappears on his face, his eyes becoming less focused, looking at us without blinking.

“Yes, let’s be civilized,” I say and follow him, quickly joined by others.

Edwal leaves, saying that according to decorum, we will be let in front of the king three days later. Without any worry in the world, he disappears, only giving us a short warning not to leave the inner city. Otherwise, we are free to go wherever we want, with the exception of the tower.

The place where he leaves us is a giant mansion. All the buildings are made from bright white stone with attention to detail, making them beautiful. Even a simple column looks like it took dozens of hours to ornament and polish.

The mansion is surrounded by a giant garden full of trees. There are places to sit, and there’s even a small river flowing through it with a few boats nearby.

Inside the building, it is just as luxurious and well taken care of. Everything seems new; there is no dust anywhere, and not a single door creaks.

Yet there are no people.

The grass seems freshly cut to the perfect length, and the flowers are beautiful.

But there isn’t a single animal around, not a single insect.

The entire mansion and the city with it are eerily quiet, and there is no wind at all.

“Fuck this place,” Sophie says, and to my surprise, Izzy doesn’t even complain about her cursing. She just snuggles closer to her older sister while looking around with big eyes.

She doesn’t seem overtly terrified, thanks to whatever Sophie did to shield her from such overwhelming emotions and prevent potential trauma. Yet she seems nervous, to the point of starting to panic. The little empath must be feeling fear from everyone around her, the nervousness of her sister as well.

“Izzy,” I say, and her big eyes look up to me. “Focus on my feelings.”

I feel her mana desperately reaching up to me, looking for some feeling of safety, and I let it happen. Her eyes widen in surprise when she feels my feelings, and slowly, she calms down, more and more, and soon enough, she even smiles at me.

“You good?” I ask.

“Yes, I am now!” she says, almost back to the cheerful, devious girl that I’ve gotten used to.

“Good, now then. I will be taking the master’s room and taking a long shower. I saw something like that in there,” I say to this bunch of nervous weirdos I ended up with.

But what is there to worry about? The feelings I let little Isabella sense from me were calm and expectation, the feelings I actually feel.

I do not worry. I’m not scared.

The shower is amazing. Feeling hot water on my body, the smell of the soap that is still somehow good, and then the soft towel as I dried my body is something I would exchange a rare piece of equipment for at any time.

After examining the way the water heating works—it is with the help of a few mana stones—I leave the shower-like room.

The clothes I used to wear burn in yellow flames, not caring about the marks the flames leave on the carpet and the wall. Then I spend half an hour going through the massive amount of clothes in the wardrobe room with a giant mirror.

I end up wearing simple yet expensive-looking black pants. A white shirt with long sleeves that I roll up to elbows and a pair of somewhat comfortable shoes.

There is some stuff that can be either rat poison or hair gel that I take a little bit of and use it to fix my hair.

I then spend some time examining my image in the mirror.

The face I knew so well now looks different from before, and my figure has slightly changed as well. I also notice that there are fewer imperfections on my body, and my eyes seem to shine, as if showing the inner power of my mana.

And my face…it’s expressionless like I’ve gotten used to. The face that for some people seems distant, to others uninterested, to some arrogant. But I quite like it; it’s my face.

Then I send my mana through the mansion and locate the room where most of the people are. I slowly walk down there while looking around the mansion. When I notice paintings that show the blond man who led us here, I burn holes into them or scratch them with my mana.

I enter the room, and the others look up at me.

“Oh, you are finally here. We just…” Hadwin starts, but then he trails off, at a loss for words. His eyes move up and down my body with something that I identify as a surprise.

“Wow, Nat, that kind of clothing really suits you!” Kim reacts first with a smile on his face.

Lily is still not here, but everyone else seems to be already after a shower and in new clothes. Tess, Sophie, and Maya are wearing men’s clothes as well, as they apparently seem to be easier to move in than dresses. Yet each of them took some effort to make them look a bit more womanly.

The boys and Hadwin go a similar way, and the clothes they are wearing seem comfortable. I even notice a few sets of clothes nearby, ready to be put into the bag and taken away. That’s a good idea; I should do it as well.

“Sorry for being late!” Lily says as she opens the door and walks in. “I’m not used to this kind of clothing…” She then cuts off and freezes as her eyes land on me.

Poor Lily, bless her soul, is wearing a full-blown dress. A silly young girl dressed up like she is going to a ball or lunch with a noble. Her dress is simple yet quite pretty, pale blue and without sleeves, showing her shoulders and her strikingly pale white arm that is similar to mine and that she refuses to fix the color of.

Seeing her so shocked makes me want to tease her, so I utter, “So pretty.” Then I watch as she lets out a quiet squeak, and her eyes tick around, looking for help.

“Nathaniel, please, don’t bully Lily.” I hear Tess sigh behind me. “Also, Lily, come with me. We will get you some more comfortable clothes.”


CHAPTER 66
THOUSANDS OF YEARS



Lily and Tess leave, and I immediately take what seems like a super-comfy giant armchair in the corner of the room that offers a nice view of the garden outside through the window that covers nearly the entire wall.

I gesture to Biscuit, and with one bark, he starts running toward me, using two mana arms to jump himself up to me into the armchair.

For that, I get a rude look from Isabella, who tries to lure Biscuit closer to her so she can hug him and keep him close.

“Stranger danger, don’t forget,” I whisper to Biscuit, and he tilts his head in a confused manner.

Then I continue to cycle my mana while listening to what others talk about.

It’s mostly just some random stuff about the things they noticed in the manor and that they got to explore. Hadwin throws in a few jokes, and the twins and Kim laugh while also making some, all of them poking fun of each other.

It looks like while I was showering and dressing, they calmed down a lot, to the point of enjoying the comfort of the mansion. It all seems surprisingly normal, nearly cozy, and I pet Biscuit and let myself relax a bit more.

When Tess comes back with Lily, who is now wearing clothes similar to the taller blonde, the petite healer girl refuses to look at me.

Out of nowhere, Kim throws at me, “Nat, could you beat that Edwal guy?”

“Oh, of course he could!” This time, it’s Dennis who joins in.

“That guy wasn’t even that scary, yes!” Aaron shouts as well. I think I notice the twins quickly exchange a few messages through their [Connection].

“Kim?” I say shortly.

“Yes?” he asks back while leaning a bit closer in my direction.

“Practice your skills the way I told you.”

“Oh.” He deflates but quickly grabs some weird box from one of the tables and starts heaving it while also trying to keep it up with his [Telekinesis].

The twins avoid my gaze, and I get back to just listening peacefully.

They don’t need to hear that I believe I can beat the guy, but some of them could die in the process.

SOPHIE MARTINEZ

“Yes, yes, we will steal the doggo from him,” I answer Izzy and hug her a bit tighter. Thankfully, she hugs me back, and I smile a bit, feeling her small warm body touching mine.

It seems like she isn’t angry anymore that I refused to try to befriend Nathaniel.

While thinking that, I look up at him. The way he looks right now surprises me the same way as everyone else.

How to say it? This place, his clothes, expression on his face, seem to all fit together.

The way he lazily wears casual but luxurious clothes with the sleeves rolled up. The way he calmly looks around and sits in the armchair as if he’s without a care in the world. The confidence that seems to radiate from him and his mostly emotionless face that sometimes appears arrogant, uninterested, or just straight-up calm.

Right now, Nathaniel looks like a young, powerful noble. His confidence, the look on his face, and his clothes all combine into that image.

When I reach out to Izzy and send some mana to her, I feel that she is still using her [Empathy] on Nathaniel, and she is really calm right now. As if the young man’s real feelings give her some sense of calm as well.

And I can understand that. I can understand why she, the twins, and Kim, and even Hadwin, Maya, and the all-powerful Tess look up to him.

The guy is a total asshole. Petty beyond belief, antisocial, cruel at times, and with a weird sense of humor. Yet he is powerful, extremely powerful, and his confidence and calm attract others who are looking for some sort of safe haven in this fucked-up tutorial.

And seeing him right now, I feel some of that as well. Nonetheless, I can’t forget the way he looked at me with those eyes after he killed Cipher and Goldie and then went after me, all while under the influence of that woman’s skill.

Then I see weak movements of mana from him. He immediately notices my examination but only glances at me for a second, ignoring me afterward.

I examine it a bit more. He is creating thin threads of mana and filling them with some sort of fire energy or fire skill, then moving them through the air and slashing against the painting on the wall near him.

What is he doing?

I look closer and notice that he is doing it to the painting of the man who led us here. Edwal. Looking a bit longer, I spot that he is especially focusing on one place in the painting. The skin under the nose.

The thin thread hits that place and burns a bit of the painting, leaving a black mark behind, and there is already something like a mustache burned in.

“…”

What the… I quickly shake my head, and to my surprise, even the corgi that lies on his lap tries something similar. A thin thread of purple mana reaches out from the dog. A few of them dissipate immediately; there’s no fire energy, and they are much thicker than the ones Nathaniel creates.

“…You can’t, Biscuit,” Nathaniel whispers to the dog softly, but I can hear him by improving my hearing with mana.

“You are already powerful enough. I’ll get scared if you get stronger…” He continues to say something else, but I ignore him and turn back to the others.

“Oh, you feel calmer now, Soph,” Izzy mumbles, halfway asleep already.

“Just sleep, okay?” I move my mana a bit, and when Izzy feels my intention, her own mana lowers her defenses, and I help her quickly fall asleep.

Then I hug her a bit tighter and return to listening to the others.

Goddamn corgi archmages. Seeing Biscuit do stuff like that after observing me and probably thinking that it will help him get more food motivates me to work harder.

Yes, when Biscuit rises to the top as the first Absolute from the Earth, I’m sure he won’t forget good ol’ Nathaniel, who used to feed him deer meat and pet him.

But that would mean no more booping his soft and cold-to-the-touch snout. He would not allow that, as I know that even now, it annoys him, and he only tolerates it because I’m stronger and give him food.

And we can’t let that happen!

Anyway, time to check the kitchen. Seeing how well-kept the manor and the city are, I’m willing to bet there will be some food in the kitchen.

When I stand up, Biscuit quickly joins me.

Oi, are you reading my thoughts by any chance? Why do you look so excited, Biscuit? Is there something you want to tell me? The best doggo on the third floor doesn’t say anything, not even his favorite word: food. That makes me even more suspicious. But he looks too cute as he stares up at me with his eyes and stands on his short legs, so I decide to ignore it.

Disregarding the questions from others, I exit the room and once again find myself in hallways with floors of polished stone. I walk slowly on purpose because Biscuit’s claws make noise every time he takes a step. They hit the floor, and in the silence of the manor, they are especially loud.

They sound really cute as he walks.

My [Perception] encompasses the entire manor, and I find the place that could be a kitchen on the bottom floor.

When we get there, I feel my excitement grow until I notice a young blond man sitting there. I don’t see him with my skill. Not even a hint of mana leaks from him, and his body armor is gone. Instead, he is wearing clothes similar to mine, just a bit more formal and with a jacket. It reminds me of a suit.

“Greetings to you, Nathaniel, and to your little friend,” he says with a smile, lifting up the glass in his hand toward me.

I do not hesitate, sitting down opposite him. Both of us are at a table that cooks probably use to cut meat on or prepare food for cooking.

As if it’s totally normal, he stands up, brings one more glass from the cabinet, and puts it in front of me. He then pours me what he is drinking as well.

When I grab it and take a sip without any hesitation, he smiles at me, his pale blue eyes shining in the dimly lit kitchen.

“How old is this wine?” I ask while taking yet another sip. It doesn’t taste that bad.

“What do you think?” He leans back a bit in his chair and unties the top button on his shirt while also taking a drink.

“Most likely a few hundred years old. Either from before Decay or not too long after the start.”

His laugh is quiet, and he doesn’t look so crazy right now. “You seem to know a lot. Is it something you found out on your own?” He pours me more of it and for himself as well.

“It’s not that hard to guess. The entire inner city is surrounded by some sort of field that I have a hard time deciphering, but it feels as if it doesn’t only heal wounds, but also stops things like grass from growing and food from getting stale. There is no dust either.”

“That is some side effect of Miss Saint’s skill.” He drinks his entire glass and then pours himself another. “There are a few more after-effects, Nathaniel, but you might find out a bit more about them later. Probably. For now, you and your group feel free to eat any food and drink anything you find. I will stop by a few times to check on you. It’s been a long time since I felt the need to eat food or drink water, and I take no pleasure in doing so, but I believe it would be fun to watch others do so.”

I finish my glass, and when he offers me more, I decline, making him pour the remainder for himself and drink. Edwal then stands up, takes off his jacket, and rolls up the sleeves of his shirt, moving toward the dresser, where he slowly washes the glasses. He then dries them with a nearby towel and buffs them with another one until they are perfectly shiny.

Before putting them away, he giggles out of nowhere and throws them on the ground, shattering them into little pieces.

I do not react as he then grabs the broom and spends five minutes collecting them all, only to scoop them up and throw them into the bin. As carefully as before, he washes his hands, dries them, unrolls his shirt, and puts his jacket back on.

When he turns to me, his face has an ever-present smile. “You know, Nathaniel, you were slightly wrong about one thing.” He buttons up his jacket. “This bottle, all the food here, the entire inner city, me, my two fellow warriors, and the mighty king. It’s not only a few hundred years old. You should count in thousands.”

He then leaves quietly after wishing me a good rest of the day.


CHAPTER 67
DELICIOUS FOOD



Ispend ten minutes going through the cabinets and the box powered by a mana stone that freezes the food inside it. Then there is another one that only keeps it cool, similar to a fridge.

All the food, all the ingredients, all the drinks, everything is perfect and fresh.

While throwing some meat at Biscuit, I examine the fridge and the mana stone imbued in it, along with the mana circuits going through the entire box.

When I’m done, I start eating all the food I collected and put on the table.

Dried meat that is aromatic, slightly dry, yet soft, and with spices that taste amazing.

Fruits that remind me of strawberries and are much bigger and sweeter.

A drink that could be juice from god knows what kind of fruit.

And the sweets… I eat chocolate-looking stuff. I eat another chocolate-looking bar, this time with some nuts. I eat a small, orb-like dish filled with something fruity.

Once in a while, I take a minute-long break and just enjoy the feeling of the food in my mouth with my eyes closed.

(Food!)

Yes, Biscuit, damn good food. Delicious food!

“Food!” I shout back at the dog.

(Food!)

“Food food!”

(Food! Food!)

We continue to shout at each other, and obviously, that’s when Lily decides to enter the kitchen.

For a moment, she stares at Biscuit and me as we keep shouting, and there is a clear look of shock on her face. I decide to ignore it and just stuff my mouth with more sweets, chewing while looking at her and challenging her to say anything.

Instead, she just squeaks and rushes closer. It takes her only a few moments to find and pick the sweet I already identified as the best one and put it away to save for later. Without asking, she grabs it and starts eating it.

“Oh…my god.” She sighs, smiling at me. “This is so good,” Lily says with her mouth full. Then, being as nice as she is, she leaves the room, and I can hear her calling others as she rushes upstairs.

I use the opportunity to grab things I enjoy the most to eat them later, just in time before others rush in. Even little Isabella is awake now.

Soon, the kitchen becomes full of laughter and the smell of food. After a while, Hadwin starts using some stove-looking thing and prepares a steak. He looks so happy as he carefully tastes the spices and puts them on the meat.

The boys are laughing and joking, poking each other and fighting over the best sweets.

Isabella is offering some chocolate to Sophie, which the girl eats with delight, making Isabella laugh.

Even Tess is smiling and talking to Maya and Lily, who look up to her while enjoying some treats.

The kitchen is so different from before. It’s full of laughter and warmth that makes it feel smaller and cozier. So I just sit there and observe the others while occasionally answering Kim or teasing Lily.

It’s not something I would like to do daily, but it’s not that bad, and I find myself enjoying it a little bit. Just a tiny little bit.

“Yesterday, you seemed in a good mood,” Tess teases while we stretch in one of the gardens on a grass-covered clearing.

I just straight-up refuse to answer and continue to stretch and circulate mana through my body as well as perceive the entire area of the manor. This time, I pay more attention. It was kind of annoying that I was unable to feel Sparkledouche the day before.

When we are done, I create a spear in my hands out of my mana, and Tess grabs her rare javelin, holding it similarly.

With just a short glance, we dash at each other, both of us somewhat limiting ourselves and focusing more on movements than pure strength or speed.

I dodge her stab; she dodges mine and jumps back, to which I quickly follow her, stabbing at her and then changing the direction of my stab.

Tess, instead of trying to move further back, steps toward me and flings my spear to the side using her javelin. She then kicks at me, which I dodge, and I stab at her again.

The spar continues for more minutes, and gradually we increase our speed more and more, the weapons in our hands turning into a blur as our bodies move swiftly across the garden.

Stab, dodge, kick, dodge, stab, stab.

Soon, we start adding skills to the mix.

Lightning starts cracking around Tess, and I strengthen my body with Symbiotic Transference. The attacks become deadlier, but it all feels fine, almost like a game and not a spar where a single mistake could mean a mortal wound.

After a brief series of quick exchanges, I finally get Tess to fall into my trap and stab at her, knowing that she won’t be able to dodge. But this time, I feel resistance, and her [Psychokinesis] pushes against me.

I take it as a challenge, and my [Redistribution] fires up, slowing down her movement to the point where she is forced to boost her body more. The red-and-white lightning crackling around her body becomes more visible and starts to feel dangerous.

At the same time, the air around us becomes colder as I start to absorb thermal energy while keeping myself warm with it.

Tess puts some distance between us, and with a piercing noise, the javelin flies at me. I tilt my head to dodge it.

The weapon then flies back at Tess, and I dodge it again, letting her grab it.

“[Declaration] is working pretty well.” I stop there before getting too deep into it.

“Yes, I keep using it on the javelin, and I can call it back from longer and longer distances. And before you say something, don’t worry. I’m thinking of more uses.”

“Good.” I cancel my skills.

“What about your mana? Any problems?” Tess asks.

“None at all. Passive is helping a lot, constructs are taking a big chunk of it, and the rest is taken care of with cycling. The annoying part is that I haven’t had a chance to try it out yet.”

“I bet you will have a chance before this floor ends.”

“Absolutely… If you get to fight against Edwal, you need to be careful of his chest armor. It’s enchanted, an artifact, cursed, or however you want to call it. There is some sort of connection going from the tower to the armor.”

“That’s quite interesting. Any idea about the effects?” Tess fixes her clothes a bit while asking me.

“I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I think it improves healing even more.” I show her my forearm and make a small cut with my mana-covered finger. The wound immediately heals. “If I’m not wrong, the armor boosts this effect to the point where he can regenerate his wounds nearly immediately.”

“That could be annoying, especially if there are two more warriors like him, not even mentioning the king and the Saint,” she points out.

“It will be fine. In the worst case, we will tie them down and let Lily use her skill; they most likely won’t be able to heal that.” I let mana javelin dissipate in my hands as I talk to her.

“Now that you mention it, we could have Lily try to wound us with [Disintegration] and check if it heals.”

“We could if you want to risk having a wound that would never heal,” I say.

Tess isn’t dumb, so she quickly understands, her eyes wide open. “Do you think…”

“I’m not sure yet, but I have a suspicion that wounds caused by her skill might be extremely hard or straight-up impossible to heal.” I still think that the petite girl’s skill is much stronger than what she has shown up until now.

“Great, another thing to worry about.”

“You can ask me for help if you really need it,” I tell her, and I genuinely mean it. I’m not such a leech to just sit there. Okay, maybe a little bit. But I’ll help if needed!

“There is no need to. You are doing pretty well, so just having you around deals with plenty of problems.”

Aren’t I amazing?

“And, to be honest, you really suck at some stuff, so you wouldn’t help much.” Tess smiles at me apologetically.

Dang it, you could’ve kept that to yourself.

I slowly walk toward the manor and decide to ignore Biscuit, who is climbing the outer wall right above the window. Eight purple mana arms extend from his back, and this time, they are thinner than ever, more reminiscent of spider legs. The fingers on the arms are sharp and dig into the wall, and the doggo easily uses them to climb on the roof.

“Biscuit, Biscuit!” I hear from inside.

My eyes meet Biscuit’s, but he doesn’t send me a message, likely worried that the little girl might feel it.

I did not see anything, buddy. I continue inside the manor and enter the biggest living room, where most of the group rests or trains most of the time.

Here, I find every single piece of furniture floating in the air. Even armchairs and couches that have people sitting on them. Lily, Aaron, Dennis—everyone seems to be enjoying it all as Kim practices his skill.

“Nathaniel! What do you think?” Kim throws me a smile, appearing proud and expectant.

It’s too late to try to look more adult-like now, Lily. I saw you laughing and enjoying it like a little kid!

For a moment, I hesitate. Should I shout at them and tell them to take it more seriously? Or should I just let it go? After months within the tutorial, having a roof over our heads, nice beds, showers, and food feels amazing. Not even talking about this feeling of safety, however fake it is.

They all seem so happy and relaxed, as if tension has left their bodies and they’re allowed to act their age again. Act like the silly teenagers they are.

So I just hold it in and give a few pointers to Kim before leaving the room again. This time, I put more mana into my [Perception] and continue to monitor the manor more carefully while circulating mana through my body.

While doing so, I notice Sophie doing something similar in the room where she and Isabella are. Her detection, unlike mine, focuses on detecting minds. Yet she continuously keeps watch, not even for a moment leaving her sister.

She notices my [Perception], and I send her something that feels like a nod, a short greeting.

It takes her a moment, and she replicates it and greets me back. Then she returns to what she was doing before, and both of us keep watch.


CHAPTER 68
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“Nat, I think I might have fallen for Tess,” Kim says.

What the heck? Why are you throwing such a bomb at me out of nowhere?

As if knowing what I’m thinking, the boy continues, “I can’t tell it to Aaron or Dennis. They would surely tell her, and I don’t know how I would survive that. But I know you will keep it to yourself.”

Oh boy, should I ruin it for him? I might not tell it to Tess, but she is smart when it comes to this kind of stuff. I’m absolutely sure she has already noticed. Maybe even before Kim did.

“It will pass with time,” I simply say.

Kim is only fifteen years old, and Tess is four years older. The boy is in puberty, so there is no surprise he is noticing girls, and Tess is…well, Tess. She is tall and good-looking, and she has an aura that, no surprise, attracts the boys.

I glance at him, and his eyes are still on Tess, who continues to spar with Maya. Tess is moving swiftly, her figure looking nice even in the men’s clothes she is wearing. She is nimble and moves with decisiveness while keeping a focused look on her face the entire time.

And Kim nearly drools.

Ew.

Anyway, I do not have the energy to deal with teenagers. Still, I continue to listen to him a bit longer before giving him a few more challenging tasks to train with. They are more difficult than usual and will likely take his mind partially off useless stuff.

Then, for the fifth time, I confirm that, no, Tess and I are not dating, and I’m not thinking of dating her. He mumbles something about good news for Lily, which almost makes me want to call Tess here and tell her about what Kim told me.

Kim probably notices that I’m at my limit, and he quickly stands up. Before leaving, he looks at me. “Nat…you can call me Min-Jae if you want,” he says hesitatingly, with a look like a puppy left outside in the rain.

Oh boy. “Okay, Min-Jae, now go and practice.” I shoo him away, yet he still looks happy.

“I overheard bits of your conversation,” Tess says as she sits down next to me, and Maya does the same. They both grab towels and water bottles nearby, wiping sweat off their faces before taking sips.

“You didn’t even have to listen; it’s too obvious not to notice,” Maya says and laughs. “But it’s kind of cute.”

Lately, Maya has become a bit more comfortable around me, probably thanks to a few pieces of advice from Tess. She’s not pushing as much, but she also doesn’t speak as carefully, as if I would lash out after a single wrong word.

“Well, all of them are still young, and now that we are in a slightly safer place, it’s not surprising. Yet it doesn’t make it less annoying,” Tess adds.

As the two women talk, I just listen while practicing infusing my mana and kinetic or thermal energy. I shape them into orbs and keep trying to apply them to my skills. My goal is still to replicate the Alghouls’ flames and infuse my flames with disruptive mana. It’s surprisingly tricky, more so than I expected.

“Are they at least practicing?” Maya asks, offering me some dried fruit from a small pouch she brought as snacks.

I take it, and while chewing, I nod. “Kim…Min-Jae practices the most, but everyone else does too. It doesn’t feel like they are totally slacking. They’re just enjoying some free moments here and there while still being aware of our surroundings.” I take another piece and inspect it before eating. Tasty; I’ll have to find more of it.

“Oh, he asked you to use his first name?” Maya asks with a hint of surprise in her voice.

“Yes,” I confirm.

“First name?” Tess asks as well, taking another sip from her bottle.

“Kim is South Korean, and they usually introduce themselves by their surnames. Kim is a surname, and Min-Jae is a first name. The order is switched compared to us. Usually, only family and closest friends call them by their first names.”

“Oh, that’s…” Tess realizes the implications of that.

Yup, it looks like little Kim considers me a close friend, something like an older brother figure.

Momthaniel, Brothaniel, Natbro, Natmom.

Hmm, what should I call myself now? And how the heck did that happen? I’m acting like an asshole most of the time, so why do so many of these kids look at me like that? They should be scared and do some fun stuff I can watch when bored, not annoying me. Be ready to stab me in the back at any time, talk shit about me. Anything that would make it easy to deal with situations where… I stop, I shake my head. They have to be doing it on purpose after discovering my weakness. Devious little twerps.

Hell Difficulty people are all dangerous.

So why is it even my weakness? Is it because I had a kind of messed-up childhood around their age? Is it because their stupid, naïve faces are somewhat cute? Little jerks, all of them.

Anyway, back to Tess, who’s staring at me. “What?” I ask her.

“Are you flying, Nat?”

“Not really, just floating,” I answer and continue to focus on keeping myself afloat with kinetic energy generated by my heart. I move it delicately and keep releasing it gently instead of using force like the way I did up until now.

“Seems difficult,” Tess says and moves closer to the edge of the roof, sitting there with her legs hanging over the edge.

Meanwhile, I’m floating just a bit in front of her, above an empty space around three stories going down beneath me. Yes, it’s difficult, but don’t I look graceful? It’s time to improve; I can’t continue using my poor man’s version of flying forever.

“Lily was asking for you. Kim too, even Hadwin,” she says, tilting her head slightly. I feel her mana reach out to me, and she starts to observe what I’m doing to keep myself afloat.

I let her and respond, “There are two days remaining until we meet with the king, so I plan to train a lot and on my own. I slacked off quite a bit the first day and helped everyone.”

“I see.” Tess’s mana continues to observe me, and I sense that even her [Psychokinesis] joins in. “I guess it’s better if they don’t rely on you that much and practice on their own. You can’t be here forever giving them pointers.”

“Something like that. Primarily, it’s super annoying.” When I say that, Tess lets out a short laugh, and I continue. “And they should be mastering their skills. Only getting advice from me might help in the short term, but in the future, it will hurt them.” I send a bit more kinetic energy out and let myself float a bit higher while moving slightly from side to side. “Sure, I will share some good stuff if I feel like it, but there is a limit to it.”

I pause as my senses catch something. “Edwal is coming,” I say to Tess and then land on the roof next to her.

We wait, and in the distance, golden lightning cracks. Suddenly, we see Edwal flying through the air. No, it’s not flying; he lands on the ground, and then, without causing any damage to the cobblestones, he jumps through the air so quickly and so far that it looks like he’s flying. He jumps from roofs, roads, and even from some common areas, and with shining armor around him, the young blond man lands on the roof just a little bit near us.

“Hello, Miss Hansen, Nathaniel,” he greets us almost as if we’re friends and smiles at us.

I feel a pulse of mana from him as he quickly detects everyone else in the house and then turns to us. “Well, I just wanted to say that I’m disappointed, quite disappointed.” He takes another step toward us and hands us a silver bag, a bag big enough to fit a watermelon in. Blood is leaking through the bottom of the bag and dripping onto the roof. “I did not expect any of you to try to escape.” He is still smiling, but the aura around him is more dangerous now, and even his eyes seem saner. “To be honest, I’m quite surprised you were able to escape my detection and cross the wall without triggering an alert, but that’s it.”

He throws the bag at me, and I catch it.

I send my detection through the manor, locating everyone inside. I open the bag and pull out the head of a dead man, the last remaining member of Hard Difficulty, Frost.

I put the head back inside the bag and then burn it with a continuous dark yellow flame.

“I would like to tell you that this man didn’t come here with us, and we left him behind, in between the white and blue walls. At the place you called the garden for your king’s pets,” I inform him, and I feel Tess immediately calming down.

The handsome blond man stares at me for a long moment and smiles again.

I don’t know why he went to that place, but I do know that he is not normal. His eyes are absent as he looks at me. He is trying too hard not to admit to himself that he screwed up. He doesn’t want to admit that his mind is on the verge of breaking after thousands of years in this place and that some details he just keeps forgetting or not putting together.

Edwal is still smiling, as if the simple act of forcing his lips to twist into a smile makes him feel slightly better. “It doesn’t matter that much. He was dealt with anyway.”

Golden lightning starts crackling around his body, and he bows with his right hand on his chest. “Miss Hansen, Nathaniel.” When he straightens up, he jumps far into the distance, lightning trailing behind.

But I do notice that this time, he is using more energy and less effectively. He is moving it more aggressively, and there are also some cracks on the roof he jumped from, unlike when he got here before.


CHAPTER 69
CAMARADERIE



Yeah, Sparkledouche is bonkers. Gone, not that well. He said adios to his sanity and jumped over the cliff. He locked it up and threw the key away. No matter how much he tries to cling to what I guess is life from before the Decay, he is not normal.

I don’t know if it’s caused by the Decay or by thousands of years of life, and to be honest, I do not care that much. He is someone that we will need to deal with.

I spend an hour running around the inner city. I practice my poor man’s version of flying, but I also try to look for any signs of life. There are none. I also don’t find any burial grounds, no skeletons, no corpses. I try to check the tower as well, but the moment I reach out toward it with my mana, I get attacked by something that feels like a slap for sticking my nose where I should not.

So my current suspicion is that only the king, Saint, and three warriors remain, and they’ve been like this for god knows how long.

The last people from the old order clinging to life in their beautiful yet so sickeningly fake city.

It leaves a bad taste in my mouth. But it doesn’t matter. The objective of the floor quest is clear: Put the Saint to final rest, and I will do just that. It doesn’t matter if it will finish this place, destroying the barrier that keeps them safe against Decay.

There is also the option of staying in this place for the remaining five years and then getting summoned back to Earth. It’s something that I already refused.

I need to push ahead, get stronger, and not be held back by some pity for the shadows of the people who have most likely already been dead for thousands of years.

Now then, back to theorizing. I am once again thinking about my trait. A trait is something I got on the first floor, and humans can have only three traits with the possibility of strengthening each of these traits. I already strengthened mine once.

Mana Circuit (Passive)

This integrates a network of mana channels throughout the user’s body, optimizing the distribution of mana and amplifying the power of their mana-based abilities without additional mana consumption. This enhancement allows the user to draw upon their mana more efficiently, resulting in more potent spells and abilities while reducing overall mana expenditure.

The effect of strengthening: Increased Mana Density: The Mana Circuit can now hold a greater density of mana, effectively increasing the user’s mana capacity and the power of their mana-based abilities.

I’m still quite happy with it as I’ve noticed plenty of times the difference between my handling of mana and the handling of mana of others. Of course, [Mana Manipulation] helps a lot, but the trait is also important.

Currently, I’m looking at the trait as some sort of strong passive that is possible to upgrade. Up until now, I didn’t see any way of upgrading passive skills other than the upgrade token, which seems to be super rare, and I won’t be surprised if I don’t see that upgrade token ever again.

So the trait is a passive that is possible to upgrade, but right now, it feels weak. I mean, you can have only three of them, so they better get stronger in the future. But to be honest, even the current Mana Circuit trait feels stronger than the rare-graded passive Mana Flow that I got some time ago. So maybe they are not that bad?

Another theory is that traits change the body while passives just use possibilities that already exist inside the body. More observation is needed.

I snap back to reality and start listening to the others inside the living room, which all of us occupy late at night. The room is lit by a few dim lamps only, and there is plenty of food and drink on the table. Even the mood seems decently nice.

I’m sitting in the corner in a massive armchair that I declared mine, and Biscuit is here as well, for which I’m rewarded with a few glances from Isabella. I also think that she used her fire skill to pull some warmth from the air around me in a similar way I do with my skill.

Instead of disrupting her attack, I just turn some kinetic energy of my Kinetic Mana Heart into thermal and send it through my body, feeling a nice, comfortable warmth spread through. Biscuit seems to like it as well and snuggles closer, his eyes still closed.

I reach out and flop his ears a few times and pet his head, to which he breathes out gently and continues to sleep.

Mine.

“Want some?” Tess, who’s split from the group, gives me a glass filled with some drink. “It doesn’t contain a lot of alcohol, and it tastes really nice. No idea what it is, though.” She shrugs, and I accept the glass, taking a sip.

“Mmm, I like it.”

“I will bring you more.” Tess smiles at me.

Before she leaves, I stop her.

“Tess, some time ago, you told me that I have changed, but I think you’ve also changed a little bit,” I say quietly while using [Resonance] to make sure no one behind Tess hears it.

She pauses for a moment, and I can see that she’s thinking. “Maybe? Or maybe it is easier to be myself.” Her mana reaches out, and she also adds to my [Resonance] with her [Psychokinesis], totally isolating us from the others.

I’m sitting, and she stands just a bit in front of me.

“You know about camaraderie in the army, Nat?” she starts, and I shake my head, so she continues. “In the army, some soldiers on active duty, the ones we send to fight outside of our country, often spend a lot of time together. They fight, they risk their lives, and they learn to trust each other. It takes a while, but camaraderie builds between them. They eat together, they talk together, and they fight together. They rely on each other; they all go through the same experiences, and that’s what connects them.”

She moves a bit closer, squats, and starts poking Biscuit’s belly while still looking at me. “From what I’ve heard, for these men, it feels like everything they do matters. They feel alive; they feel companionship. It’s like they fit somewhere and people need them.”

Biscuit opens one eye, and seeing it’s Tess, he closes it again.

“The sad part for some of them is having to return home, leaving their brothers in arms and going back to their old lives. It’s safe, they don’t have to fight, they are not scared of some random attack, but there is something missing. The relationships they now have feel so weak, so fake, so shallow in comparison to the ones forged in life-and-death situations.”

Tess stands up and smiles at me. “So, Nat, you might not feel it yet because you like to avoid people, but it’s different for me. This place is dangerous, and I could die at any time. And yes, it would be much safer if I just stayed with you. The two of us could easily climb the floors and survive the tutorial and Beyond. I know that. But, Nat, I’m starting to feel like I care for others. Kids, Maya, Hadwin, and even Sophie. No one is normal, and some of us are murderers. We don’t even trust each other yet.” She moves a strand of her blond hair off her face, and her eyes feel like they are piercing me. “But I, too, am not without any mistakes. I want to befriend them, and I want us to go through this adventure together. Through this dangerous, at times sad, and shitty adventure.”

Tess then leaves, her skill stops blocking the sounds, and I’m left sitting there and thinking.

As for her decision, it’s up to her either way. She can do whatever she wants and then deal with consequences or be happy with results. And me? I’m not good at this, so that’s for future Nathaniel to deal with. Step by step.

Soon they become too loud for my taste, so I stand up and leave. Time for a nice, warm shower before I get to sleep for an hour or two.

SOPHIE MARTINEZ

The moment Nathaniel leaves, I notice that Lily’s mood becomes a bit less cheery, and the look in her eyes changes a bit as she looks at Tess, who is already sitting with us after talking with Nathaniel. I would like to know what they talked about that they needed to combine two skills for us not to hear, but it seems that Lily is even more curious.

“Are you sure you are not dating Nat, Tess?” Lily asks.

Oho, this is interesting. It’s been a while since I listened to some relationship drama. My ears perk up, and I pay more attention to them. After days when we could die at any time, this feels refreshing. Currently, there are only Maya, Tess, Isabella, sleeping with her head on my lap, and Lily. Hadwin and the boys left soon after Nathaniel.

“Lily, you don’t have to worry. As I said, there isn’t such a relationship between me and Nat.”

My gaze switches back to Lily, who pouts slightly. “I am not worried or anything, Tess,” she says.

At that moment, Tess reveals a bit of her sometimes-cheeky side and pokes at the younger girl. “Maybe I’m more interested in someone else, Lily.” Her eyes change, and her smile becomes…dangerous.

Tess is tall; her hair is a beautiful shade of blond, and her contours are sharp. And as she stares down at Lily, I can say without hesitation that Tess is pretty. It’s not a traditional beauty, but she is.

Maybe it is the alcohol we are drinking that makes all of us a bit more open and in control of ourselves, but I’m starting to enjoy it. The stuff we drink must be special to cause this to us even though we have strengthened bodies.

“Tess?” Lily seems almost scared as Tess reaches out and caresses her chin.

Tess then laughs shortly and stops. “Sorry, Lily, I had to tease you a little bit. I hope you don’t mind.” Her eyes seem to be smiling even as she says so.

“What do you even see in Nathaniel, Lily?” Maya joins the conversation. She is the oldest one among us and probably the most experienced when it comes to relationships.

“He is handsome,” Lily says shortly.

What?

“And the look in his eyes when he gets serious. It’s like he is looking down at the entire world and challenging it. It’s hot.”

What, what, what?

Not realizing what I’m doing, I straighten up my posture and listen carefully. Is the girl I thought fell for Nathaniel because he saved her from being thrown at Cinderbear just going after his looks? Sure, he is somewhat handsome, especially now when wearing these clothes that fit him so well, and his face becomes softer when he is in a good mood.

But really? That guy is a maniac.

“Lily, stop joking and do not tease Sophie that much.” Tess giggles and turns to me. Maya joins as well, and Lily looks at me, her eyes shining deviously.

What?

“You have to be careful, Sophie. Innocent little Lily might not look like it, but she can be quite cheeky at times. You will get used to it,” Tess says.

Lily is sitting here, smiling slightly, but I remember the look in her eyes when she talked about Nathaniel and the way she looks at him. Are you really sure she was joking, Tess?

Then the conversation continues, and I notice how carefully Tess manipulates it. She is friendly but not too nosy, and she leads the conversation to things that are easy to share or smile at while avoiding dangerous topics.

It’s not like distrust between us has disappeared or as if we became best friends, not even friends. They still seem distant because of what I did before and because of my skill that makes them nervous, but the atmosphere between us feels slightly lightened, just a bit.

I notice myself joining more and more in Tess’s carefully controlled conversations.

After another thirty minutes, I catch myself smiling, and only then do I realize how much I missed pointless conversations like this.


CHAPTER 70
THE TOWER



“So I do it like this.” Lily lifts up her hand, and in a burst of white light, her pinkie disappears. At the same moment, I feel mana in her body rise up, even if only slightly.

I’m not jealous at all, not even a little bit.

What she did now is [Sacrifice] her finger to raise her mana a little bit. Her skill allows her to do that and probably more. She can regrow the sacrificed finger, and it will cost her more mana than she gained from it, but the main advantage is that she can get mana immediately when needed, even if she is out of her reserves and catches an unsuspecting enemy by surprise.

Heck, she can sacrifice her entire arm to get much more. In the future, she might be able to sacrifice items or even people… Okay, this is getting weird, but there are so many options.

“Lily, that’s cool as heck,” I say honestly, and the petite, black-haired girl laughs.

“Right?” she says. “It doesn’t even hurt, so that’s another bonus. I’m currently trying to apply it to strengthening my skills instead of turning it into mana.”

“Good idea. By the way, are you getting a bit taller?”

“Oh, you noticed! Do you remember when I told you that I was able to make my arm a bit stronger as I restored it? I did something similar, and I’m slowly making myself taller.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. I thought you were cute as you are,” I say absentmindedly while also thinking about the ways I would use her [Sacrifice].

Puppies, kittens, and other animals are all cute when they are small. I bet even the Cinderbear would look cute as heck if he was as big as Biscuit. If Lily grows taller, pinching her nose and teasing her won’t be as much fun.

“Anyway, continue doing what you do. I will go and practice on my own for a bit.” I wave at her before leaving.

“I won’t mess with my height anymore!” I hear her shout as I leave the room.

“This is what we found. Edwal saw us looking around and taking stuff, but he didn’t seem to mind at all, so we went all around the city looking for blacksmiths, armories, and places like that.” Hadwin points at a bunch of weapons and armor on the ground. Every single one of them is of an uncommon rarity at most, nothing higher.

“Edwal’s armor seems to be rare or most likely even higher, and there might be good stuff in the tower, but the city is either cleared or it’s limited by the system.” Hadwin scratches his hand while turning to me.

“Well, it’s something, so just take whatever you want,” I say. To be honest, I’m quite disappointed. I expected some great loot, maybe even mana stones that I could observe, yet everything is just uncommon.

“As for other stuff, we already packed a lot of food, clothes, some valuables, and we split them into multiple stashes that we put all over the city—some closer to the wall, others closer to the tower,” Hadwin says.

Yup, that’s how we spend our time. Well, Hadwin and Tess do. I wasn’t joking when I said I would just leech off them while only practicing. Anyway, the idea is to gather food, water, clothes, and small but super-valuable items like jewelry and have them prepared. Then we can take them to the fourth floor. Maybe we will need food, or maybe we can sell valuables to buy nice stuff on the fourth floor. We don’t know yet, but it’s nice to have such options.

The stashes are big but easy to throw through the entrance with our strengthened bodies. Damn, now that I think about it, we could be super rich, looking at the stuff we stole from all over the empty city.

It is Hadwin’s idea, and I confirm that there shouldn’t be a problem with Edwal. “How are you progressing with your skills?” I ask him.

Maybe I can offer him a piece of advice or two. I really like that he came up with the idea of collecting all these things.

“Tess already told me about the training regimen you recommended, and even though it sounds weird, it works surprisingly well. It helped me focus my skill on smaller parts of my body. I can now save some mana, and the practice improved my activation speed,” the older man says.

Yup, Hadwin’s [Strengthening] skill allows him to strengthen anything he holds and his body—his skin, muscles, bones. All this kind of stuff. He decided to focus on this skill and on his weaker self-healing skill. This combination is slowly turning him into a really durable man.

Heck, if he gets good armor, and on top of that strengthens it, and also makes his weapons durable while improving his self-heal? Hadwin might be close to impossible to kill.

He also got an upgrade token and is saving it a bit. With the information we shared, he decided that he would reach Level 100, get his body upgraded, and then use the upgrade token to enhance his Constitution.

Love the idea. A more durable Hadwin means I might actually be able to try creating some constructs for him. I could learn so much, and it could make him even more tied to me and cooperative. It’s not much of a bother, and I can gain a lot, so I don’t mind.

Hadwin is also capable when it comes to dealing with people and has good ideas. Obviously, I still don’t trust him fully, but right now, I’m much stronger, so it’s quite a bit easier to treat him somewhat…gentler when I know he is almost no threat to me.

Another thing is that he understands my priorities. For example, if someone ever came and forced me to pick between my sister, Victoria, or the entire group 4, I would save Victoria without any hesitation.

I think I wouldn’t like it because some of the members have kind of grown on me, but I still know who is more important to me, and I think most people are like that. It’s just that I’m more honest with myself or weird enough to think about such stuff.

Anyway, if I get strong enough, there won’t be any need for such bullshitty situations. I will just do whatever I want, and it will be me screwing over some other guy.

“I will go. I have some training with Kim, and then we will be going through a few more buildings that seem interesting.” Hadwin picks the bag from the ground as he says so.

“Sure, just do whatever Edwal tells you, and do not piss him off. He seems like he is about to snap at any moment,” I warn him.

“Totally, I already noticed it.” Hadwin leaves, and I get back to my training. I’m carefully weakening my passive that fortifies my body the more mana I have, and I’m trying to take control of my recently doubled-up mana pool.

Unlike back on the first floor, I know much better what to do, and with the help of Mana Cycling, I rush mana through my body and continue to improve my hold over it.

I practice, enjoy the shower, eat some hidden sweets, and practice more. I do not join others anymore, staying closed in my room. I continue working on my skills. A day and a half passes like that.

It’s enjoyable as always. I put in effort and get rewarded, either by learning something new or by notifications. My level itself doesn’t increase, but it doesn’t matter. My mana doubles, so that itself is like over one hundred levels.

I work on getting used to this power. I would like to go for another round of active tempering, but I can barely handle my mana when I weaken passives or constructs, so instead, I just slow down.

I continue to improve my control over what I already have.

I check my stats after a long while.

[Name: Nathaniel Gwyn]

Difficulty: Hell Floor: 3 - Saint’s Eternal Bastion

Time left until forced return: 4y 231d 23h 33m 16s

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

Level 124

Strength: 46

Dexterity: 43

Constitution: 115

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 372 + 372

[Primary Class: Mana Channeler]

[Subclass: Unavailable]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Level 34

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 37

Perception - Level 32

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 35

Armament - Level 32

Mana Surge - Level 24

Mana Infusion - Level 26

Resonance - Level 19

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Tokens:

[Beyond Difficulty entrance token]

There are no new side quests, so the only thing that’s left is to wait, and I do just that. The silence of the big room feels refreshing after a few days of helping other members of the group or just talking or listening to them.

So the last night in the manor, I do not sleep and continue to move my mana while the room is lit only by a few orbs that I keep moving around and filling with bits of thermal energy. Soon two become five, five become ten, and then I end up with around one hundred of them.

Some of them are smaller, and others are bigger, all of them glowing in a similar dark yellow color that lights the room as they float around.

At some point, I pull them all toward me and join them into a single orb as big as a basketball. I push, and the ball becomes smaller, and the light starts changing a little bit. The big orb shrinks and becomes as small as a golf ball, the color turning golden. The thermal energy is lazily swirling inside and emitting pretty light while threatening to explode at any moment. It’s not radiating any heat anymore; instead, all of the energy is stored inside.

Without any hesitation, I resonate mana along my finger and cut into my belly, and before the wound heals—under the influence of the Saint’s aura—I push the orb inside. Then the wound closes, and the orb stays in the space between the organs.

I shift my Mantle a little bit to cover it, then I sacrifice part of my [Focus] to keep [Resonance] surrounding the orb while turning the kinetic energy my heart generates into thermal energy and feeding it to the orb. Another part of my [Focus] then puts a hold on the orb and keeps it from exploding as I feed it more and more energy.

I do it through the night. I continue even through the morning, and when Edwal comes to take us to the tower, the small ball is filled to a terrifying degree. Yet I continue even as we walk through the streets and toward the tower.

The tower is even more imposing up close, tall and seamless, with a lone door at the bottom. The door opens, and another man steps out. He introduces himself as Aias, one of the three warriors of the last king, the same as Edwal. Aias is much taller than any of us, easily towering over us and looking down at us. He is also wearing armor similar to Edwal’s, but I don’t feel the same connection Edwal’s armor has toward the tower from his. Instead, the sword on his waist has such a connection. A beautiful silver blade with simple ornaments. Simple but deadly-looking.

We enter the tower, and the doors slam shut behind us.


CHAPTER 71
THE LAST KING



The third and last warrior we meet inside the tower is a woman called Nylian, a tall redhead with a sharp look in her eyes. She also wears armor similar to the other two, but it’s the bracelet on her left arm that is connected to somewhere in the middle of the tower.

In silence, we walk through the hallway, our steps echoing around the hall. Walls on each side are painted with beautiful sceneries of mountains, forests, or lakes and are lit by lights at the ceiling that brighten the hallway in a manner reminiscent of daylight.

We reach something that I quickly identify as an elevator and step in, only for the elevator to start moving upward, slowly but without any shake. It’s to the point it almost feels as if the world around us is sinking down.

Out of nowhere, Edwal giggles but quickly stops. The other two ignore it as if it’s something they’ve gotten used to.

“How long do you think they will last?” the tall man called Aias asks redhead Nylian.

The woman looks all over and even sends some mana toward us. “Few hundred years? The one with differently colored eyes will probably last much longer. I know his type.” She then shrugs her shoulders.

[Ethereal Battlemage - Level ??]

“Nylian, that’s quite rude to say in front of our guests.” Edwal keeps smiling and turns to me. “Apologies for my colleague, Nathaniel. She can be quite rude sometimes; however, she is a great servant of the king.”

“I guess, sorry for that. It’s hard to keep my act together after all this time, so I tend to slip up,” the redhead surprisingly apologizes with a sigh.

Then the tall man moves a bit closer. “It’s all up to the king how we deal with them. If he says so, we will kill them. If he decides to keep them, we can befriend them afterward. It’s useless to do anything right now.”

[Steel Sentinel - Level ??]

“I personally hope to keep them. They are fun to watch. They spend days going through the city, collecting trinkets.” Edwal laughs but apologetically waves his hand at us. “Nothing against that, it’s just that I find it funny, that’s all.”

“Edwal, when was the last time you slept?” There is a hint of worry in Nylian’s voice. The woman’s face even shows something I could describe as pity.

“You know I don’t like to sleep, Nyl.” At that moment, Edwal looks somewhat sad, but then he smiles. “Let’s not talk about such things in front of our guests. There is no need to worry them with frivolous matters. Anyway, we are almost there.” The elevator finally stops, and the doors open on their own, revealing another hallway.

Again in silence, we follow the three warriors toward the silver door at the end of the hallway. As before, they also open by themselves, and we enter a surprisingly small throne room.

There is a table made out of white wood in the middle of the room. The top of the table seems to be carved from grayish stone; at the head of the table, there is a chair that could be a throne, massive yet somewhat comfortable looking even through all of the opulence.

Next to the throne, there is a smaller chair of similar style. On the opposite side of the table, there are three more chairs.

Five chairs, one for the king, another one for his Saint, and three for the king’s warriors.

Five chairs for the last remaining people from the era that started thousands of years ago.

The king is an ordinary-looking man. He is dressed in casual clothes, he’s of average height, and his hair is brown and curly. On top of his head, a simple crown rests, a crown made from silver metal with blue ornaments that is connected to someplace in the middle of the tower in a similar way to Edwal’s armor, Nylian’s bracelet, and Aias’s sword are.

There is also a short sword on the king’s waist, also connected to that place.

“We will have to kill them,” is the first thing the king says. His voice is firm and bears no hesitation, but there is something like a hint of sadness in it.

His warriors do not even hesitate; as if they practiced it, they put their right hands on their chests and bow slightly. “Yes,” they say all at once, and Edwal adds a question, “Right now, Your Majesty?”

“There is no need to do it right now. We are not savages. We will offer them the last meal, and then they can decide if they would like to die on their own or by our hands.” The king fully turns to us, and his eyes are beautifully green as he looks us up and down.

[Harmonic Disperser - Level ??]

“Black-haired girl with healing powers will stay alive.” As if that’s all, the king turns around.

The three warriors immediately replace the table with a bigger one and bring in more chairs, beginning to set up the table while we watch. I don’t even have to have Isabella’s skill to feel how nervous the others are, surrounded by people much more powerful than them and probably insanely hard to kill.

I told them before, but the healing aura is much stronger for them thanks to the connection their equipment has to that place in the tower. Place or a person, the Saint.

“So Miss Saint was the Absolute of your planet?” I ask as I sit down, and at that moment, everyone freezes. My group, warriors, even the king.

Yet I continue, still the only one sitting and already reaching out for sweets on the table. “I think it’s unfortunate that she died.” I ignore the king’s aura that starts pushing on me. “You know, I have a really funny theory,” I say as the steps sound in the room; it’s the king walking toward where I sit, mana already moving through his body.

“I will make it quick. Ms. Saint died. Mr. King didn’t want to die yet, so he kept it secret and somehow kept her body alive to keep generating a healing field. Then the Decay appeared, twisted mana that started radiating from her body after her death together with her healing aura. Am I close?” I ask.

The king stops, and I move my hand, throwing one of the glasses off the table. The sound of shattering glass resonates deafeningly in the eerily quiet room. “Oh, my bad! Silly me. Anyway, you said we could have dinner before you kill us. A king wouldn’t go back on his word, right?”

I’m calm, so calm, it nearly scares me. My body is heating up, my mind is sharp as always when I fight, and my heart is beating wildly. I also feel the intense heat from the orb full of thermal energy that is at the point it’s starting to leak some, and constant heat burns my insides, only to be healed by the regenerative aura of the Saint.

My hand is not shaking at all when I grab the glass and pour myself some drink from the table.

The king’s oppressive pressure disappears, and he smiles at me; it’s a gentle, understanding smile as if he is dealing with a silly child. “Obviously, I won’t go back on my word.” Then he gestures, and with a flash of golden lightning, Edwal appears next to him, pulling out a chair and seating the king.

Three warriors then start moving around, seating others as well before disappearing outside, probably to prepare some food.

The king stays alone with us in the room, yet there is no worry at all; he is smiling gently and totally ignoring others, his eyes fixed on me. “Nathaniel, I guess?” he asks, and like everyone else, he doesn’t touch any sweets on the table nor take any drink, but I guess his reason is different from the remaining members of group 4.

“Edwal did mention you, and I have to agree with him; you are really something else.” The king laughs again.

It’s the fakest laugh I’ve ever heard; there isn’t even a hint of honesty in it. It’s the learned and thousands of times practiced laugh, a laugh that lost its meaning a long time ago.

It’s as if a programmed machine does that, not knowing why, but knowing that it should laugh. The king is the same. An empty shell of the man who once was powerful enough to lead the entire kingdom.

“So, Nathaniel, it’s as you said. Miss Saint is dead, and she has been dead for a long time. Trust me when I say a long time—it really is a long time.” He pauses, and when I do not react, he continues, “You are using the word ‘Absolute’ freely, but I can hear in your tone that you do not understand its meaning fully. Absolute is a title that isn’t lightly given nor should be mentioned flippantly. I would like to say that you will learn about that more in the future, but that’s not the case.”

He then adjusts his already perfect clothes and shifts his sword and crown on his head slightly.

“Ms. Saint was such a person. An Absolute. She was thousands of years old before I was even born. Powerful and eternally beautiful.” For the first time, his eyes seem a bit alive, yet that hint of life doesn’t reach his face. “You should have seen her back then. I never met a more regal person in my life and never will.”

At that moment, the warriors, Edwal, Nylian, and Aias, enter the room, all of them holding silver plates full of food. As they enter, I can smell the amazing aroma of it all.

They move nimbly as if they have gotten used to it and serve it all on the table, first for the king, who also patiently waits as they do so. They are silent the entire time, and their movements are machine-like.

For me, all of them look like empty shells pretending to be humans and waiting to die. Minds broken and twisted after thousands of years of near solitude with just the four of them around. Unable or unwilling to befriend surviving natives.

“One day, Miss Saint died. I still don’t know if she took her life or if some old enemy found a way to kill her. Yet even then, her body stayed alive; there were no wounds visible, all healed by her powers, her heart, her skills keeping her body in perfect state even after her consciousness disappeared.” The king’s eyes become distant.

I sit in the middle of the table, and to my right are all of the warriors, with members of group 4 sitting in between me and the last king.

“I see her every morning. She lies on her bed, looking as if she is about to wake up at any moment, her heart beating even after she died and radiating all of this beautiful power. At first, after her death, we left her like that, hoping that she would heal. Then, after years of mourning and waiting, my court suggested keeping her body alive so that we and everyone in the city could live longer, as none of us have attained such a level of longevity.” The silence that ensues feels full of shame, and the king smiles again, so insincerely. “Then the Decay came, and we finally tried to destroy her body, but we were unable to do so. Unsurprisingly, someone hired assassins to kill all the people who might be capable of overpowering her healing or possessing skills at a high enough level to counter it.”

He fills his glass and gestures at me. “But it doesn’t matter now; we won’t ever try to hurt her again. No one other than me will ever look at her. Forever she will be mine, and I will guard her and defend her until she heals her own mind.” The king’s eyes shine with a crazy light as he says so. “But now, then, Nathaniel and your friends, let’s start dinner! The last dinner of your lives, as I promised. And after it’s done, we will kill you.”

“I see,” I say.

I use [Resonance] and dig my hand into my belly and pull out the orb. I lift up my hand with the orb and point it at the three warriors on my right side. Expressions on their faces quickly change from confused to dangerous, yet they move slowly, not worried and relying on their healing they got used to over the millennia. Only Edwal seems to feel the danger.

I release all the thermal energy I was collecting while reducing the area they affect to make the flames much more concentrated. A blaze of golden flames envelops part of the room in front of me and the three warriors, burning and melting everything in its path without even leaving ash behind.

[You have defeated the Ethereal Battlemage - Level 183]

[You have defeated the Steel Sentinel - Level 179]

[Level 124 > Level 127]

[Redistribution - Level 35 > Redistribution - Level 36]

I then stand up; the orb from my hand is gone, depleted of all thermal energy in a single brilliant blast of golden flames.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass,” I tell the king.


CHAPTER 72
UNSHACKLED



KIM MIN-JAE

Nylian and Aias immediately disappear in a blast of golden flames that engulf them entirely. The flames explode toward where Nat is pointing, right at the trio of warriors sitting to his right.

Golden flames devour everything in their path. A huge part of the room is gone—walls, ceiling, furniture. The door we entered through. All melted from existence, and the remaining uneven edges where the flames struck still glow red-hot.

Even though Nathaniel’s attack is pointed away from us, the heat fills the entire room.

I scream as I feel the heat on my skin to the point where serious burns appear on my skin. I smell burned hair; some clothes catch on fire, and I hear multiple members of our group groaning painfully as well as Biscuit howling, surprised by the side effect of Nathaniel’s attack.

Our wounds immediately start healing, and I can see them closing in front of my eyes, yet it hurts so much. When I look around, I see Lily breathing heavily as she holds her burned hand. Aaron and Dennis also groan in pain.

Then Nathaniel turns toward us, toward the king and the remaining warrior, Edwal, who was able to escape and now stands by the king’s side.

Half of Nathaniel’s face is burned to the bone, his skin and flesh gone. Burns cover most of the right side of his body, and his right hand is a charred and blackened husk.

Yet he doesn’t care. He says something in a casual tone, and I feel my heart beat wildly.

Right now, even terribly wounded, he seems invincible, and even though I got wounded by him, I can’t help but feel deep admiration for him.

He is everything I always wanted to be.

No one is moving, and I use this opportunity to let the healing aura repair my wounds. It’s not as quick as I would like it to be, but it’s enough. I’m still able to fight, and half of the enemy forces are gone.

The king and Edwal both look like they don’t know what to do or feel. For the first time, I see genuine confusion on their faces, as if they can’t understand what happened. They just stare toward where Aias and Nylian were. The only things remaining after them are the beautiful sword and bracelet; my flames were unable to damage them at all.

Yet it was enough. I compressed the flames as much as possible, massively reducing the area of the explosion, and burned their bodies faster than they were able to regenerate.

The others got hit by heat I wasn’t able to control, but that much is fine; it will regenerate fairly quickly.

“This is really confusing. I don’t know how to feel.” The king shifts the crown on his head, and the remaining warrior waits for orders. Edwal has lightning cracking around his body, and his initially shocked face smiles again. He forces himself to do so and even laughs shortly as he looks toward where the bracelet and sword are.

I absorb the heat from the room and turn it into kinetic energy, adding more to it. Then I shoot it at the king in a thin cone.

The king’s head explodes, and his body flails around while the crown falls to the ground.

Before I do anything else, the head is back, regenerated at dizzying speed. The king casually bends down, grabs the crown, and puts it back on his head. “I consider this dinner to be ruined already, so why don’t you take care of your guests, Edwal?”

Immediately, I boost my body, and Edwal appears in front of me; his pale blue eyes are cold. His fist hits my chest while he is barely slowed down by [Redistribution].

I crash against the wall, not wounded because of how much mana I’m using to strengthen myself. The armor barely forms around my body, and Edwal hits me again. Golden lightning trails his limbs and strikes my body, burning it.

Everywhere the lightning hits me, the wounds heal slower.

I release a blast of kinetic energy, and Edwal is thrown away; half of his face is missing but healing already at a speed that is much higher than mine.

The javelin pierces his body, and the red-and-white lightning flows through it. For a moment, that lightning clashes against his own golden one, and both disappear. Then the javelin flies back to Tess.

I exchange a simple glance with Tess and boost my body, running toward the king, who is already fighting against the others.

Hadwin gets thrown against the wall, and when Sophie tries to control him, the king cuts off his own head and quickly regrows it back; then, before Sophie has a chance to manipulate him again, he molds some mana into a projectile that shoots at her.

Sophie doesn’t hesitate and reaches out toward it; [Manipulation] interferes with the projectiles and makes them miss.

At the same moment, blue flames engulf the king, but he only takes a single step and stomps, and the flames disappear as if blown away by wind. The projectiles that I shoot at him disappear in the same way, deleted out of existence.

Hadwin charges the man again, and the king casually sidesteps and kicks the older man, right toward Sophie, who barely dodges. Isabella’s flames disappear once again, and another projectile is shot at Sophie when she tries to manipulate him again.

Meanwhile, with [Perception], I see Tess exchanging hits with Edwal, lightning cracking around their bodies, while Min-Jae continues to shoot projectiles at the blond warrior. When given the opportunity, he also continues to make his body heavier.

The twins move quickly and with perfect sync, dodging even Edwal’s quick slashes, and sometimes when Edwal hits them, they disappear, just an illusion created by their skill.

My dark yellow flames blaze into existence, and in a stream as thick as my wrist, hit the king, who just stands there. The flames disappear the moment they get to a certain distance from him, and I continue to track his mana, the way he moves it and uses it.

The king is absorbing them. It’s as if he is taking them into some storage, and after a few seconds in this storage, they disappear totally. There seems to be a limit to that storage, but my flames don’t fill it at all. The limit of his store is massive, giant, and it will be impossible to overwhelm him like this.

My heart beats, and projectiles boosted by kinetic energy disappear as well, the absorption or storage skill ignoring the speed the projectiles are moving at. Kinetic energy disappears too. Orbs filled with tricolored mana as well, and the king’s ability isn’t even overwhelmed at all.

The king then pulls out his sword.

I dash at him at the same moment he dashes at Isabella, and his silver sword cuts through the rare dagger I got from Beyond. My mana and my [Resonance] do not stop him at all. I hit his body with mine before he reaches the little girl and then dodge his blade. This time, I also try to cut off his arms.

His eyes smile, and his sword moves like a flash, confusing me and instead of me hitting him, a deep wound appears on my chest. The wound is immediately healing, yet at a much slower speed than his wounds.

He steps closer to me.

I [Focus] and boost my body to the point it creaks under the pressure and slash against him. Then I watch in the black vision of the [Focus] as he blocks each of my strikes. As if teasing me, he doesn’t even cut my blade made of mana; he just lets it slide along his blade, showing immense skill with a weapon in his hand.

Then he kicks me, and the moment his leg touches me, I force my skill into overdrive and absorb all of the kinetic energy of the kick. I do not move at all, absorbing all the kinetic energy of his strike. It’s only as if he touched me with his leg.

A blast of kinetic energy, further strengthened by the one I was collecting, explodes the king’s hand, and the sword gets separated from his body.

Before I can grab it, another kick sends me flying, breaking a few ribs. Before I crash against the floor, the king’s hand is already back, and he picks his sword up from the ground.

At that moment, Hadwin hits him with his shoulder, his body surrounded with [Disruption], and the king is sent flying, crashing through the remaining furniture in the room.

Before Hadwin charges again, I use a bit of kinetic energy to throw him away from the path of attack from the king, and three mana projectiles hit the ground in an explosion of debris, sending a shockwave into our surroundings.

I then see Edwal jumping out of the window and flying far into the distance, golden lightning trailing him. Without any hesitation, Tess jumps in a similar way, and the [Lightning Armor] around her body surrounds her in red-and-white sparks as she pushes herself far ahead. Min-Jae and the twins quickly follow her.

“It’s nice to see that Edwal is having some fun; it’s tough for him,” the king says as he fixes his clothes, his green eyes piercing, and for the first time, he looks like a ruler, standing there proudly, surrounded by enemies, yet calm and confident.

“Hadwin, take the others and find where the Saint is; Lily can kill her with her skill.” I step toward the king to block him from getting to the others.

In deep [Focus], I take on multiple of his attacks, ignoring the wounds on my body and slowly releasing my mana more and more. It puts pressure on me; it starts hurting me, but I’m getting healed constantly.

When the king rushes at Lily in a last attempt before they get out, I do not even hesitate for a moment. I charge him, my body breaking and healing under the strengthening and my mana.

Then the king moves immensely quickly, much faster than before, and I feel a slash on my legs. Lily screams, and I see my cut-off legs flying through the air.

With a speed that is faster than I am able to reasonably manage, mana rushes through my body. It tears my circuit and hurts my brain. Then, instead of falling to the ground, I take a step and, instead of my cut-off legs, there is a replica made of translucent blue mana that I move as I would move my body.

Not missing a moment, I kick the king with a leg made of mana and cough up some blood. My head is spinning, and I feel like falling down. The king laughs and even says something, but I do not listen.

He also fires a mana projectile at Lily, who is being pulled away by Hadwin. However, a simple purple tentacle appears and effortlessly deflects it, which even surprises me. Biscuit woofs at me once and then disappears around the corner with the others.

I reach toward the ground and pick up a silver bracelet I’ve been moving toward during the entire fight. The laugh immediately stops, and he turns his full attention to me. I put the bracelet on my arm at the same moment the king rushes at me while shooting a few projectiles my way.

My [Resonance] activates, and I use the bracelet; I resonate with its mana and connect myself to the item and subsequently directly to the Saint’s healing aura.

In a flash, my legs are restored and my wounds healed.

“How dare you!” he screams.

I ignore him and release my passives and constructs that were limiting my mana, and the entirety of my mana pool reverberates around me. I use it to boost my body, and my limbs explode under the pressure only to be immediately restored. My brain hurts; my heart is tearing apart. But it’s all regenerating instantly.

I ignore the pain, and my kick sends the king flying away, the man unable to see my attack at all.

Then I look at my hand, and over my palm, an orb forms. Mana rushes inside of it, blue, light blue, and purple, swirling to the point where it starts to shine. The orb immediately fills to the brim while I disregard the wounds it causes me.

And then I do something I’ve wanted to do for a long time. A thing I’ve wanted to try ever since I realized that I might not use one of my skills the way it was intended to be used.

The orb fights against me, held back only by my mind that is getting healed as all of this pressure keeps wrecking it. I activate [Focus] and consolidate it. But this time, I do not use it on myself. I turn it toward the mana over my hand. I grab it, I hold it, and then I [Focus] that mana to a much smaller point.

My body screams and regenerates as I do something I shouldn’t be able to do at my current level.

The mana that is about to explode stops, and the orb becomes even smaller.

Its color changes.

A small black orb hovers over the palm of my hand, and in that pitch-black darkness, tiny sparks shine like stars in the sky.


CHAPTER 73
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“What have you done?” For the first time, the king’s voice bears emotion in it. “How do you have that mana!” he screams. “You shouldn’t be able to!”

The small black orb over my palm threatens to explode, so I force my mind into handling it, my body constantly regenerating at immense speed, allowing me to do something that would otherwise kill me.

I feel the orb start pulling mana from me on its own. I don’t even send it toward it, yet it absorbs bits of my mana that leak from my body now that I have all my passives and constructs deactivated. Everything else is unaffected, and only the mana starts to get pulled toward the pitch-dark orb with beautiful sparks of multicolored light inside it.

It’s not like it’s sucking it in or absorbing it; it’s all as if the sheer density and quality of the mana it’s made of pull all the weaker mana toward it and dominate it.

I reach out, grab the orb, and force it to change; it slowly expands and extends into the shape of a short dagger, a pitch-black dagger that looks like it’s absorbing the light and imprisoning it inside.

The moment I hold it, the black mana starts pulling more and more mana from my body, as if payment just for using it. The amount it pulls is immense, and I know I will last only a few seconds, even with my mana reserves. So I take a step toward the king and slash through the air, cutting off his connection to the Saint he has through his sword and crown.

Immediately, two items lose some of their shine, and the king loses his immensely fast regeneration.

“Oh,” he says, shocked, as I stab the black dagger toward him. His skill activates, absorbing all our previous attacks. But this time, the dagger, made with the use of [Focus], bypasses his absorption and goes right into his heart. He is too shocked to dodge. A weaker version of regeneration fires up, but it’s not enough. I watch as the dagger pulsates and absorbs the mana from his body, slowly sucking it in. It pulls it straight from his heart and dominates it without any problem.

The king falls to his knees, unbelievingly staring at me. “Please, do not hurt her,” are his last words before the light disappears from his eyes.

As he dies and is rid of all of his mana, I feel the dagger start to reach toward me and my mana. I let go of the dagger and Mantle, the newest construct, activates and resists, and keeps my mana inside my body now that I’m not touching the dagger.

The pull is weak, yet I feel it trying to get more of my non-concentrated mana. I allow it and feed the dagger a bit more, and when I grab it, I find out that I’m unable to get rid of it; the mana is too dense, too powerful for me to disrupt or take under my control. I can only feed it with my mana in exchange for this dagger, this black mana listening to me.

The thing is my creation, my mana, yet I’m unable to take it back under my control, and it constantly absorbs a massive amount of mana as I touch it, no matter how much or what I do to try to stop it.

I boost my body and then throw the dagger outside of the tower, as far as I can, somewhere toward the wall.

Okay, let’s finish the floor; the dagger can stay here and disappear with the third floor.

I then look at the king one more time and grab his crown, sword, as well the sword Aias had. The bracelet is still on my arm.

[Perception] encompasses as large an area of the tower as I can, and I quickly locate the others. Before moving toward them, I look out and see golden, white, and red lightning cracking in the sky and hear buildings crashing as Tess continues her fight with Edwal. I spot them moving at immense speed, jumping from roof to roof while lightning tracks their bodies and continues to shoot toward their opponents.

Two javelins constantly follow Tess and attack the blond man, flying through the air at terrifying speed. A bit further, I see Min-Jae and the twins helping her when the opportunity arises.

They should be fine, and I think Tess wouldn’t appreciate me taking the fun fight from her. So instead, I put the crown on my head, put one sword into the scabbard I take from the king, and put it on my waist. Then, while holding the sword of the dead Aias, I head toward the others.

My heart is still beating wildly as I walk. Should I stop them from killing the Saint? We can spend a few more weeks here, and I will have a chance to practice using [Focus] to concentrate my mana even further.

Up until now, I didn’t even dare to try it, as even using [Mana Infusion] and [Redistribution] made the mana extremely dangerous. The mana always ended up exploding, which I see more as an unintended side effect.

No, what I’m trying to do is try to imitate the effect I think a different mana attribute upgrade would have—Potency, the upgrade Lissandra picked. The only reason why I went with Amplification was that I already had a plan in mind to do it my own way: my extremely janky and roundabout way that would only continue to improve in the future.

I use kinetic energy to push myself higher and land on one of the balconies inside the elevator tunnel, then do it again to get to the others quicker.

So what is that black mana? Did I succeed? And if I learn to control it, can I somewhat replace my mana with this black one with tiny sparks of light that shine inside?

It’s dangerous as heck. It can’t be that bad, even if it’s not what I intended!

It’s also a shame that I can’t use active tempering right now. My body is healing too quickly and regenerating before I can “temper” it.

I glance at my notifications, and it looks like I did get two more levels from finishing the king. [Mana Manipulation] went up by a staggering two levels, reaching Level 39, probably hitting another bottleneck. [Focus] also grew by two levels.

Overall, it went pretty well, I would say.

“Nathaniel.” Lily welcomes me the moment I step inside the room where she, Sophie, Isabella, Biscuit, and Hadwin are. There are giant silver doors that are charred, with some scratches on them, yet it’s clear that they didn’t get any further.

“It’s fine. The king is dead, and Tess will deal with Edwal. We don’t have to hurry anymore.” I look at them. “So get comfortable and we will open the door a bit later.”

What kind of dumbass would miss such an amazing opportunity to train highly dangerous skills that would otherwise kill you?

It doesn’t take that long, and Tess returns together with the remaining members of our group. She is holding Edwal’s chest armor in her hand and throws it on the ground as she enters. The armor isn’t damaged at all, not even scratched, and there is only blood on its surface.

Tess’s face is serious, and she doesn’t seem in that good a mood. “King?” she asks.

“Nat took care of him,” Hadwin says as he steps a bit closer to her, glancing at all of them. Obviously, because of the healing aura, there are no wounds; they just seem to be tired. “We decided to wait a bit before opening the door. We can spend a few more days collecting supplies or even training now that we don’t have to worry about wounds.”

“Let me guess, Nathaniel’s idea?” Tess flicks a strand of her hair off her face.

“Yes,” Hadwin confirms.

I gracefully ignore them and continue to examine the items.

Crown of Eternal Vigilance (Epic)

This finely crafted crown used to be seamlessly linked to a revered saint. It no longer bears a connection to its healing powers.

Bracelet of Enduring Guard (Epic)

Elegantly designed bracelet with extreme durability. Seamlessly bonded with a revered saint and connected to its healing powers.

Shortsword of Perpetual Shelter (Epic)

This finely crafted sword used to be seamlessly linked to a revered saint. It no longer bears a connection to its healing powers.

Longsword of Lasting Refuge (Epic)

Elegantly designed longsword with extreme durability. Seamlessly bonded with a revered saint and connected to its healing powers.

Nice, it looks like the rarities go like this: common, uncommon, rare, epic. As for the items, they are of the highest rarity we’ve seen up until now, but I think the moment we take them off the third floor, they will become much less useful to the point where rare items might be better.

Sure, they will stay durable, but that’s it. Without their main effect, the connection to the Saint’s healing aura, they are just that: durable items.

Also, the crown and shortsword are no longer connected to the Saint. I blame the black mana dagger I made, which currently lies somewhere outside, and knowing how this shitty tutorial works, it will soon awaken consciousness and try to kill us all.

Well, anyway, I can keep the bracelet and give the longsword to Tess so she can train while holding onto it and then maybe pass it to others.

“Hadwin, are you fine?” I hear Sophie’s voice, and when I look up, I immediately see what she noticed with her [Manipulation].

Hadwin is holding his arm. There is a pained expression on his face, and inside that arm, there is mana swirling.

It’s not his mana.

In one quick movement, I stand up and boost myself closer, then slash with the sword in my hand, cutting off his arm at the shoulder. The look in his eyes is almost thankful, and I feel him strengthening his body. I cut again, and a bigger piece of his shoulder disappears, and I do not feel foreign mana inside his body.

I fuel my heart with my mana and constantly shoot kinetic energy at the cut-off arm that is now connected to the piece of the shoulder I cut off later.

Yet, no matter how much I try, I’m unable to destroy the arm in one attack, something I should be able to do. The arm is much tougher than it should be and regenerates way too quickly.

I concentrate my thermal energy, and dark yellow flames encompass the arm, which just refuses to burn.

Then I feel a short pulse from it, and the arm connects to the healing aura of the Saint in the same way the items I took do.

I curse as the severed arm starts twitching and expanding. “Lily, destroy the Saint as quickly as possible!” I shout at our healer and turn back to the arm.

First, the shoulder appears, and then the chest, from which the head grows quickly, followed by the second arm and two legs. The flesh continues to twitch, bend, break, and reform. The arm and figure become smaller and slimmer, and soon a woman stands here.

A young woman, around my age and slightly shorter than me. She has a slim yet athletic figure and the body of a person who is used to moving, an athlete or a fighter. The body is muscular and fit, yet not overly so, still maintaining womanly curves.

The naked woman with long gray hair opens her eyes and smiles, her gaze focused solely on me.

“What are you, a cockroach? Why don’t you just die?” I rouse up my mana and turn to face her.

“That’s quite a rude thing to say to a pretty young woman, little pup.” Even saying that, Lissandra takes a battle stance and smiles.


CHAPTER 74
SUBCLASSES



Lissandra then pauses and closes her eyes again, taking in a deep, slow breath; the smile on her face increases.

I don’t feel any mana from her, none at all. It’s as if her heart isn’t beating and creating it. Yet the danger I feel from her is extreme. My instincts, my senses, all of them warn me and scream at me to run. The woman in front of me is much more dangerous than the people we just dealt with.

“Lissthaniel?” I throw at her, testingly.

She shakes her head. “I’m sorry to say, little pup, but that part of me is gone. I improved my imprint, and when I embedded it into Hadwin’s hand, I removed your influence from it and also a few mistakes I made.”

“That’s a shame. I kind of liked that version of you.”

“No, you did not. You hated it.”

“True.” I carefully walk to the side, and the kinetic energy I’ve already collected is quite massive.

I’m also extremely hard to kill with the bracelet on my hand, yet…I can’t see her level or her class. As before, there isn’t any info over her head. I don’t see it the same way I didn’t see it on the second floor or the same way I don’t see it over the heads of tutorial attendees.

I don’t think it’s because she is as strong as before; she is weakened and terribly so without her potent mana, yet she feels dangerous.

She knew I would burn her; she knew her imprint was imperfect, so she dealt with it.

I don’t even know how, but she is standing in front of me; before I’m able to do anything, her fist hits my chest and sends me flying against the wall.

I see that she only tilts her head and grabs Tess’s javelin and, with immense force, throws it back at the blond girl. It pierces Tess’s chest and pins her to the wall.

“I have shown you mercy, so do not annoy me any further,” Lissandra says to Tess. Her steps are light as she moves toward me.

When Lissandra appears in front of me again, I’m prepared, and all around me, kinetic energy explodes, yet she endures it and only lightly dodges to the side a few times, jumps over one attack, and then ducks slightly and twists her upper body while deflecting the rest.

Lissandra dodges it all while looking exceedingly nimble. I slash against her, boosted with the entirety of my mana and my body constantly ravaged. She matches my speed perfectly.

She is much faster, yet she slows down to my level and totally destroys me. She dodges every slash, every kick, every blast of flames or kinetic energy. She redirects mana projectiles with the back of her hand. She cancels flames with a swing of her hand.

And then she slaps me, sending me to the ground.

“Little pup, you wouldn’t believe how much I wanted to do that.” Beautiful, full of energy, and smiling, she stares down at me.

Then we hear a scream and see Lily stagger backward, one of her arms missing and a big round hole in the silver door with her grayish mana still along the edges.

Before Lissandra moves, a stream of Sophie’s mind-manipulating mana shoots at her, yet Lissandra dodges even that and Isabella’s flames after. She grabs the javelin Tess again throws at her and ignores the lightning that flickers around her body, coming from the javelin she holds. With a quick twist at the waist, she kicks me as I try to dash at her and endures the cone of kinetic energy I shoot at her.

“I’m sorry, little girl, I can’t let you do that.” With a quick movement she steps to the side and throws the javelin at Lily. The weapon pierces the shoulder of the black-haired girl.

Then, instead of Lily’s falling to the ground, the illusion made by Aaron or Dennis disappears, and the real position of Lily is revealed, already standing close to the Saint.

The Saint is an unearthly beautiful woman who lies on the bed. Her skin seems to have some warmth to it, and her chest is moving up and down, the woman seemingly only sleeping peacefully.

Yet it’s only a body, a shell that used to house a brilliant mind. A woman who used to be strong enough to be called Absolute, the title that Lissandra also has.

Lissandra moves and easily avoids Hadwin’s, Tess’s, and Kim’s attacks and even throws a piece of rubble at Sophie, sending her crashing against the wall while coughing out blood.

Lily is already attacking the Saint, and her gray, smoke-like mana continues to crash against the dead woman’s body, barely doing any damage.

Lissandra stops right before passing through the hole in the silver door; there is still Lily’s [Disintegration] floating around the entrance and creating something like a net.

For the first time, Lissandra hesitates.

My eyes meet those of Lily, and she says something; at the same time, both of her legs disappear, and I feel her skill strengthening even further as it pushes against the Saint. Lily, having only a single arm, continues to shoot mana at the Saint, sacrificing her limbs to strengthen her skill.

Immediately, I stop releasing my mana and force the little that remains under my control. Just in time, as Lily succeeds, and grayish mana hits the Saint’s head and chest, taking a big chunk out of them.

Congratulations! You’ve successfully completed the third floor’s main quest in the fifth round of the tutorial for Hell Difficulty. An entrance to the fourth floor has been created.

An entrance appears next to each of us, and I see Lily falling through hers.

“Get in!” Tess shouts, yet she stays behind and watches, making sure everyone enters.

At first, Lissandra is confused but then quickly turns around and rushes at me.

There is no entrance next to her.

Tess enters her entrance as the last one other than me, and before Lissandra reaches me, I enter it as well.

When I pass through, I turn around, expecting the entrance to close now that all the members of the tutorial have passed, yet it’s still there, and I get goose bumps all over my body.

Lissandra is standing in front of the entrance and looking at me. “I can see it now.” I easily read the words she mouths, and she steps a bit closer, her hand carefully touching the entrance to the fourth floor. It looks like she can’t pass through; her hand only touches it, and unlike for us, it’s like firm material for her, not a portal.

The entrance starts flickering, yet her eyes are confident. She seems happy, excited about what is to come, and ready to take on anything that dares to challenge her.

She looks like she’s found a reason to live again, and unlike on the second floor, her eyes are full of life.

When the entrance flickers and finally disappears, I sigh with relief.

Logically, Lissandra should have disappeared the moment we completed the quest and left the floor, yet I can’t be sure. Something tells me this is not the last time we’ll see her.

For now, I ignore the notifications and only check the surroundings with [Perception]. When I don’t find any monster or human, I walk toward where Lily is lying. Tess is already holding the petite brunette in her arms, and Lily is sobbing.

More than in pain, it looks like she is just scared; she is hyperventilating, and her eyes continue to tick from side to side. She also doesn’t seem to hear Tess, who continues to try to calm her down while caressing her hair.

Lily currently has only a single arm, and even from that, she’s missing a few fingers. The arm she has is the pale one, the same paleness she shares with me. Both of her legs are gone and the second arm as well, all used through [Sacrifice] as fuel to power [Disintegration].

I know she can restore them all given enough time, yet it’s not a good look.

“Tess, if she allows me, I can use my skill and help her calm down a bit, maybe even fall asleep.” Sophie’s voice is gentle as if soothing a small child; she is even smiling at Lily carefully.

At that moment, Lily seems to hear that, and I can see that she is inclined to accept her offer, but before she says anything, she looks around, looking for someone.

Her eyes meet mine.

She looks so pitiful, just a torso with a single arm. But, at this moment, I don’t see that at all; in my mind, I only remember her face as she pushed herself to her limit, sacrificed her own limbs, and did it just to help us clear the floor, worrying about what Lissandra will do to us.

It’s weird, but I think that was the moment I felt I saw her for the first time. I remember every detail of her face, sweat running down her forehead, bangs sticking to it, her big eyes full of fear and resolution, her clenched jaw, and the movement of her mana.

At that moment, she was beautiful. In the same way, Lissandra was beautiful when she threw everything away to follow her twisted logic and destroy her fake world.

“Lily, it’s okay now,” I say while observing my voice. I sound calm; there is a bit of gentleness in it, yet it’s still firm.

Just that short sentence seems to be enough, and it still takes a while, but she slowly calms down.

“You don’t have to do anything, Sophie; I will deal with it on my own.” Her voice is firmer, and she doesn’t hesitate anymore as she says so.

Such a silly kid; a cool, silly kid.

“Well, that was unexpected.” Tess sits next to me, and together we look down from the cliff where we are.

We got thrown on top of a giant mountain, and a strong, cold wind constantly blows here. There are weirdly shaped mountains all around us, some of them even covered with snow. The cliff I’m sitting on offers a view of the valley below us; there is a giant lake down there with water so clear that it almost looks unreal, and we can see the tops of green trees.

The view is a killer.

“I hope you did diss Hadwin a bit.” I lean back and turn to Tess.

“I didn’t even have to; he constantly does it on his own and keeps apologizing to everyone around. At some point, I’m sure he will apologize to Biscuit as well.”

Good. Everyone learns from their own mistakes, so I think we can give Hadwin a little bit of slack. It’s not like he had bad intentions; he is nearly innocent.

And no, it’s not like I’m defending him because I also might be partially to blame.

Nope. I did nothing wrong.

Damn it! Why doesn’t she just die?! A goddamn cockroach, like Absolute. The way she clings to life is almost admirable. Plus, if things go the way they’re going now, I’m sure I will do a few more similar things and break the tutorial and the system around the seventh floor.

Hmm, that does sound kind of interesting.

“Lily?” I ask Tess.

“She is sleeping now. It will take a few days or weeks before she restores her limbs, but she doesn’t have to worry; we will take care of her.”

“Sounds good,” I answer.

The silence that ensues is interrupted only by the chilling cold wind that I ignore, even though I’m sitting here in tattered, thin clothes. My heart continuously creates energy that I transfer into thermal energy to keep myself warm. I even left a few orbs for others that they use as heaters, and little Isabella also helps by radiating some heat.

“Nat, she did play with us, right? She didn’t fight seriously at all.”

“Yes. What kind of adult would go all out on little kids?” I answer Tess. “But I still think she wanted to keep us there. She needs a new mana heart and to become more like us to escape the tutorial. She would sacrifice any of us to do so if we stayed there.”

Lissandra tricked me. She made me think she had less mana than she actually did. She also acted as if my personality affected her more than it did, causing me to lower my guard.

In the end, she even connected to the healing aura of the Saint in a similar way to the items I took. The woman copied my [Resonance] to do so. Then she spent her entire or nearly entire remaining mana to recreate her body.

The scary part is that she affected the process and recreated her body to be as strong as possible, each stat other than mana probably well into the high hundreds.

She fought us with only the strength of her body.

I made a mistake, and it nearly cost us. Actually, it did cost us; we couldn’t take much stuff with us, only a few big bags that the twins and Kim—no, Min-Jae—shamelessly took with them to the castle and left before the throne room. They grabbed them again when they were returning from fighting Edwal, such greedy little twerps.

What I regret is not being able to train in the aura of the Saint, but that’s kind of my fault, so I will deal with it as I always did. I will bear the consequences of my decisions.

Now then, the notifications.

Congratulations! You have cleared the third floor of the Hell Difficulty tutorial. Welcome to the fourth floor: Waning Realm.

You have acquired:

Access to the Shop

Skill upgrade token

Rare-graded gear of your choice

30 stat points

Well done! You successfully entered the fourth floor. You can now select one of the Subclasses. The classes are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

Pick carefully; it’s difficult to change your Subclass!

Available Subclasses:

Initiate of Pride

Initiate of Patience

Initiate of Greed


CHAPTER 75
SYSTEM SHOP



As always, there are no explanations. Just a few Subclasses are offered by the system.

This will take a bit more thinking. I already have an idea of how the system works at places, so it should be better than before. Plus, I have some information from Lissandra. I also have told others to wait with their Subclasses for a bit. I can tell them bits of what I learned. But I bet there are some impatient people who have already picked their Subclass.

Anyway, I’ll give myself some time to think and check out the shop in the meantime.

“System shop,” I say out loud.

The window that appears in front of me is bigger, and there are even some pictograms, hinting at the category of the shop. In the top right corner, I see the amount of currency I own: one hundred shards I got as a reward from Beyond.

I quickly go through the offer, and it looks better and better the more I look; the only problem is the prices are so damn high.

There are weapons, armor, food, sweets, clothes, and such stuff. There are passive skills, skill-upgrade tokens, and trait-strengthening tokens. There are some options I don’t even see the price of and that are partially censored or fully censored.

Common-grade weapons are twenty shards, some of them a bit more or less. Uncommon grades are around forty, and rare are around two hundred. Some of them are a bit less or more.

Common passive skills are around forty, uncommon are eighty, and rare are well over four hundred shards.

All the cool stuff is just way too expensive, so I don’t buy anything yet. I don’t know how to get more shards, and I might need more of them in the future, so again, I will have to check the shop multiple times and have others do the same before buying something.

What did catch my interest are Coordinates, mana stones, hell, even epic passive skills that are eight thousand shards, and more. Coordinates are even more expensive.

There seems to be a big jump going from rare to epic. Uncommon is two times of common, and rare is five times of uncommon. But then there is epic, which is twenty times of rare.

There are also consumables, antidotes, food, and water. The highest rarity of items or passives that I can see is epic, and there are plenty of censored items that I’m either too weak or poor to see.

I get an idea and look at the longsword in my hand. “I want to sell this longsword to the shop,” I say out loud, and a new window pops up.

Do you really want to sell the following item for 200 shards?

Longsword of Lasting Refuge (Epic): Elegantly designed longsword with extreme durability. Used to be bonded with a revered saint and connected to its healing powers.

Yes/No

I decline and check the other epic items I got from the third floor, and they are all for the same price.

The heck? I just went through the shop, and most of the epic weapons are starting at four thousand shards. Is the system trying to scam me?!

“I want more than two hundred shards for the item.”

The notification doesn’t change.

“Two hundred fifty shards, and I sell it right now.”

Still the same.

“Two hundred forty-nine?”

Nothing changes.

Dang it.

So yeah, the system is a total scammer. I don’t care if it’s because of some cut it takes, or because it’s an epic weapon that is now only a bit hard to destroy and doesn’t qualify to be sold as epic. In my mind, the system is and will be a scammer.

Even as impatient as I am, I do put off the skill upgrade while moving to where others are. As I do so, I check the rare item reward for clearing the third floor.

Flaresteel Blade (Rare)

Crafted from a rare metal that can absorb and channel heat, this blade can store thermal energy from fire spells. Upon command, the blade releases the stored energy, engulfing the weapon in flames and adding fire damage to the user’s attacks.

Runic Ward Amulet (Rare)

This amulet is adorned with ancient protective runes. When activated, it creates a temporary magical barrier that absorbs and nullifies incoming magical attacks, providing a shield against spells and enchantments.

Galewhisper Dagger (Rare)

Forged from the feather of a mystical storm bird, this dagger resonates with the power of the wind. When wielded, it grants the user the ability to create gusts of wind with their attacks, knocking opponents off balance or even pushing them back.

Shadowmelder Chestplate (Rare)

Constructed from shadow-infused metal, this chest plate grants the wearer the ability to merge with the shadows. By activating the chest plate, the user can become nearly invisible in dim light or darkness, granting them increased stealth and evasion.

Venombrand Tattoo (Rare)

This tattoo depicts a coiled serpent with dripping fangs. When activated, the tattoo’s venomous energy can be channeled into a weapon, temporarily infusing it with a venomous effect that poisons enemies upon contact.

I go through them quickly, and there is nothing that seems to be interesting, nothing that I would need or that sounds stronger than what I can do. Maybe a tattoo sounds interesting, but why would I try to poison some monster instead of killing it in one hit? I didn’t struggle with managing my mana just to patiently wait for my enemy to die. Sparrow Obliterator spears all the way!

I pick the amulet, and as I get into the cave where others are hiding from the wind, I put it near Lily, who is sleeping. Someone brought a blanket from the third floor, put it around her, and also moved her close to one of the bigger orbs filled with thermal energy I created.

The cave isn’t that deep and barely blocks us from the wind, but it’s better than nothing. Our bodies are much more durable, yet we still feel some cold, meaning that the air here is cold enough to affect our strengthened bodies.

“I will take over,” I say to little Isabella, who just nods and stops using her fire skill to heat the surroundings.

She doesn’t have as much mana as me, so it’s better if I do it instead. So I start sending more mana to my Kinetic Mana Heart and then generate kinetic energy into thermal, which I start releasing into our surroundings while also creating a few more orbs to light up the cave a bit more as it’s getting darker outside.

It feels quite cozy and looks like it. Some of the others might not share my thoughts, but that’s how it feels to me.

I look around; Hadwin is in the corner, and I can see that he is still not in a very good mood, probably blaming himself as he holds the place where his arm used to be. He will have to wait a bit for Lily to get to him.

A few others also have some wounds like broken bones or cuts, some burns, and such. To be honest, lately, I barely consider such things as wounds.

(Food?) Biscuit asks while moving closer to me. I point at Min-Jae, and Biscuit runs there, repeating the question until the boy opens one of the bags and gives him something.

Yup, Min-Jae, Aaron, and Dennis, three greedy teenagers, were able to take some bags with stuff even during all this.

Greedy little twerps, I love them.

In the bags they have, there is some water, some clothes, food, and plenty of jewelry. I find it quite funny how money-struck these three teenagers got by seeing all this gold, jewels, and delicately crafted items. I still remember them talking over them and thinking how much it would be worth on Earth and if they would be able to buy some cool yet useless stuff.

They still live in the past and do not realize how much stuff will change if they get back on Earth. We will either end up being hunted by every country and some of us either blackmailed or paid to do some dirty work or just work as scarecrows for other countries.

Let’s say only five hundred people survive each tutorial; that would mean at least two thousand five hundred people if we, the fifth round, are in the round. If there are more of them, it could easily double.

Yes, even a few thousand people aren’t that much when you take into consideration the billions that live on Earth, but how strong will we end up? Level 200? Level 300? As strong as Champions that could kill an entire continent of people or as strong as the gray-haired humanoid cockroach that destroyed an entire world?

“Nat, you said we should wait with the Subclass, so we did. Do you have any information?” Min-Jae interrupts my thoughts, and I see everyone—other than the sleeping Lily—turn to me.

The boys especially seem to be impatient to try out a new Subclass. As I look at them, I think of something else. What happened to me from the start of the first floor? The person that was ready to throw them away at any time, hurt them, beat them if needed.

Is it something I thought of only because they were strangers to me, and now it’s harder as I know them a bit? Is it [Focus] that helps me make more rational decisions and decided that being in a group is safer? Another thing I will have to think about.

I truly suck at this.

“There are seven Radiances—Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, Pride—and seven Blights—Chastity, Temperance, Charity, Diligence, Patience, Kindness, Humility. As for what each of them means or manifests, you should already imagine easily.” I create another orb and move it closer to Lily, who seems to be shaking a bit. Tess notices it as well and moves closer, taking Lily and hugging her close to her chest. Lily, in her sleep, calms down a bit.

“The information I have is from Lissandra. Yup, the creepy brooch and exhibitionist naked young woman that beat our asses and made us run away from the third floor. So take it all with a grain of salt and think about it on your own and deeply.” I give them a warning and then continue. “She didn’t share much, probably on purpose, and as the system said, it’s difficult but not impossible to change your Subclass.”

Biscuit comes to me, and I absentmindedly start petting him as he puts his head on my leg. “There should be four stages to each Radiance or Blight. The first one is Initiate, the second one is Adept, and the third one is Master. There is a fourth one, but Lissandra refused to tell me anything about it. As for upgrades of stages for your Subclass, there are two ways to level it. One of them is through the system, and the second one is through hidden requirements that are different from person to person and Subclass to Subclass, so that’s it.”

“What Subclass did Lissandra have?” Hadwin asks.

I didn’t even notice, but he’s moved closer with a firm expression on his face. The man looks angry. Angry as Lissandra.

“She didn’t tell me, but I would guess maybe Greed or Pride?” I answer him, and only after saying that out loud do I realize how similar she and I are in some ways.

Hadwin then nods and continues to listen.

“After picking a Subclass, you will receive a single passive skill, nothing else. The skill should be called, for example, [Initiate of Greed], and that’s it.” I pause to let them take it in before continuing. “That passive will affect your body, your mana, your skills, and maybe some other things. It can affect one of these things or all of them. It varies from person to person. With each stage, it will get stronger. It’s hard to say how it will show off.” I stop as I feel my voice getting excited.

I love it; I love all this theorizing and all the options we are offered. It’s fun.

“For example, Isabella, let’s say she will get Gluttony.” I ignore the little girl’s quiet shout. “The passive she would get would be [Initiate of Gluttony], and maybe it could make it so her flames are better at burning stuff or ‘eat them up.’ It could make it possible for her flames to burn metals and other materials. Or maybe they would last longer and become stronger. Or as you all know, she has a skill that allows her to read out emotions. What if the passive would allow her to ‘eat’ our emotions or weaken them a bit?”

No one says anything, and I can see the gears in their heads spinning. There are so many options, and so many different ways it could affect each person.

“It’s somewhat similar to a skill upgrade, with the difference being that it might affect your mana, and body as well. So give it some time, theorize a lot, brainstorm with others, and only then pick one of the offered options. It will affect each one of us differently. It might not strengthen you much, as it’s only the first stage, so don’t be disappointed.”

I then share a few more examples with them and let them think on their own. In the end, it’s their decision.

When Min-Jae and a few more others come to me for advice, I only give them examples of how I think it could affect their skills, body, or mana and send them away. I don’t want to pick for them; they should trust in themselves a bit more.

As for myself, I already have a favorite of mine but will go over them a bit more. I knew about Subclasses from Lissthaniel, but I didn’t know what ones I would get offered by the system, and all three sound fun. Patience, Greed, and Pride.


CHAPTER 76
CHOOSING SUBCLASS



Initiate of Pride could be offered because of my own pride and confidence in myself, which sometimes borders on recklessness. Yet, time and time again, I choose to trust in myself to the point that it might kill me one day.

Sounds good.

Patience could be something I got due to my willingness to endure pain and patiently work on my skills, often preferring future results instead of immediate ones. I think I’ve proven multiple times that I’m willing to just shut my mouth and endure whatever the tutorial or monsters throw at me.

As for Greed, that one is obvious: my greed for more mana and power and my desire to learn all the skills, sometimes at the expense of others.

Somehow, I also feel a really strong pull to pick Greed. It’s as if it’s an old friend reminding me of itself. It’s a really weird feeling.

I’m sure any of these would be a good enough decision, and I believe that I could reach the top even without them or with any other Subclass.

So what can Subclasses offer? If I pick Pride, maybe it will improve my abilities, perhaps increase the speed at which I master them. Maybe my efficiency will improve. Maybe it will allow me to fight someone with a similar level of skill, giving me an edge because of my Pride. It could also allow me to perfect my skills or reach a deeper understanding through arrogantly trusting in myself.

As for Patience, it could help me endure the strain of mana or perhaps the strain of constantly running stronger skills? Maybe my mana projectiles and weapons made of mana will become firmer too.

Greed could improve the speed at which I learn new skills or allow me to learn them faster, maybe even steal them in the future.

There are so many options yet, as always, I come back to trusting myself and my decisions. I do believe I will do well no matter what I pick, and it’s slightly annoying how Greed keeps calling out to me. As if someone or the system is trying to influence my choice. This is my decision to make. Only mine.

Pride it is. I choose, and a new passive appears.

[Initiate of Pride]

There is no level, no rarity; it just appears in my status right next to the Subclass.

Immediately, I try to move my mana, and it feels like there is a slight change—it moves more smoothly. I might just be imagining it, so I ignore it for now and will revisit it later. As of now, it feels like my hold over mana is better—how to put it—a bit more dominating? It’s as if I don’t have to expend as much energy in controlling it.

I try multiple skills, and it feels the same. It’s not that the skills themselves have improved, but rather that they’re easier to control. When I create armor around my body, it also becomes more intricate and firmer. Before, I didn’t care much about it, but now it seems as if my Pride doesn’t allow that. The armor doesn’t become overly decorated, just looks more elaborate, and firmer, with some simple ornaments. It looks quite nice.

I continue to activate all the skills I have and use them for a bit, and each seems to be affected. They are easier to work with, and now I have started to realize that this affects my mana as well. The effect isn’t terribly strong yet, but I can feel it. I’m sure I will improve on it with time and maybe explore more of the new Subclass. But for now, it’s really good.

Still, I can’t help but be slightly disappointed. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had hoped it would be as strong as my attribute upgrade, but perhaps I’m wrong or haven’t fully explored it yet. I will have to look into it a bit more and observe the changes after the rest of the group pick their Subclasses.

Anyway, my mana is noticeably easier to handle, and it’s easy to guess what that means!

But since I’m thinking of my mana, I should upgrade my skills, shouldn’t I?

The last time, I went and upgraded [Focus] instead of [Mana Manipulation], and I still think it was the right decision to go for Consolidation, as it allowed me to [Focus] a huge amount of mana into a much smaller point than my other skills allowed me. I used more mana than before to create nuke-like javelins, even though the shape was much smaller—just a dagger.

It’s not something I’ll be able to replicate anytime soon. It was only the situation I was in last time that allowed me to do so: a healing aura that kept me alive as I released everything that held my mana at bay and used its beautiful entirety to create that small black dagger.

My answer to the Potency attribute upgrade that Lissandra chose instead of my Amplification. Mana that should be much stronger than what I usually use. Mana that seems to dominate all the surrounding mana to the point of taking it under control.

I’ll need to practice with it more, but I just can’t right now; I would quickly end up dead just trying to get a little bit of it. In the future, I’ll do it, and I’ll create a construct that will passively temper my mana into this one. I’m already excited, thinking about how it could affect my skills.

But first, I use a skill upgrade token, and the [Mana Manipulation] upgrades are the same as before.

[Mana Manipulation] (Advanced Mana Manipulation)

Expert Mana Manipulation

Extend your understanding of mana to refine your manipulation techniques. This upgrade allows for an even more precise control and intricate shaping of magical energies.

Mana Sculpting

Further improve your control over mana to form detailed and intricate constructs of magic. This extends your Advanced Mana Manipulation skills, allowing you to perform elaborate magical feats with a high level of precision.

Mana Imprinting

Learn to leave your unique imprint on the mana you have manipulated. This can be used for tracking, marking territory, or creating unique temporal magical constructs recognizable only by you.

Mana Veiling

Perfect the art of concealing your mana, making your magical presence less detectable to others. This can be useful in evading mana sensors or hiding your magical abilities.

I have already upgraded [Focus] at Level 30. I’m unable to upgrade [Resonance] since it’s not at Level 30 yet, and it seems that upgrading it for reaching Level 10 won’t work. This skill I acquired by combining two different ones seems to work a bit differently, or it’s impossible to do a Level 10 upgrade for such a skill.

The [Armament] options are still quite disappointing, and [Perception] has some nice offerings, especially Mana Flow Analysis, which I also liked last time.

[Perception]

Mana Echo Reading

Enhance your skill to perceive the residual trails of mana, enabling you to track past magical events or spells.

Kinesthetic Perception

Hone your ability to perceive the movement and position of your own body, increasing agility, balance, and accuracy in combat.

Perception Shielding

Upgrade 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

Develop the capacity to identify nuanced patterns and rhythms in the movement of mana, offering deeper insight into how skills are invoked and controlled.

Then I hesitate. All the upgrades feel weak right now, lacking even. The ones I really liked last time feel like something I could easily achieve, and I’m already using them on my own. For example, Mana Flow Analysis, which I used to like so much, is something I’m sure I can mostly do on my own, even without upgrading. The same goes for Perception Shielding or most of the upgrades for [Mana Manipulation].

Should I really upgrade it? It’s a shortcut that would immediately make me stronger but could also lead to a bottleneck that I won’t be able to break through because I relied on mastery over the skill that the system gave me rather than trying to learn it on my own.

Then, after thinking it over, I decide to trust in my abilities, and I resolve against using the upgrade token.

From now on, I will use skill upgrades only for skills I do not consider that important. It breaks my heart not to be able to receive some juicy upgrades, but I’ll be fine. In the long run, it will pay off. I’m absolutely certain of that.

Oh, wait a moment. Should I try selling it?

“I want to sell a skill upgrade token,” I say out loud, and a new window appears:

Do you really want to sell the following item for 2,500 shards?

Skill upgrade token

Yes/No

WHAT! What the heck is that? That’s straight-up daylight robbery! I could buy a skill upgrade token for five thousand, so how the heck is this even allowed?

Just wow. WOW.

Okay, whatever. Let’s sell it. Starting now, no skill upgrade tokens. I will master my active skills properly, and I will do it because I know it will be worth it.

I check my shard balance, and it shows 2,600 shards. Huhu, now then, let’s find some nice rare passive skill with a healing effect.

Passive Skill: Enhanced Mana Recovery (Rare)

By attuning their body to mana’s flow, the user experiences accelerated healing. The potency of this regeneration is directly proportional to their current mana levels, making their natural recovery swifter when mana is abundant.

Passive Skill: Kinetic Resurgence (Rare)

The user’s connection to kinetic energy bolsters their recovery. Each movement becomes a catalyst for healing, with kinetic energy propelling the body’s natural regeneration.

Passive Skill: Pyrokinetic Resurgence (Rare)

The user taps into pyrokinetic energies to fuel their regeneration. By channeling controlled bursts of heat, they expedite the healing process, using fire’s transformative nature to mend their wounds.

After going through what’s probably hundreds of passives, I find three that I really like. I also have to try really hard to not pick a different kind of passive.

It’s time. I’m an adult, so yeah, it’s time to make a smart decision and finally improve my healing a bit.

Yes, my body is now super tough, but I do not believe that I won’t get hurt ever again; plus, Lily won’t be near me forever, so yes, even a rare passive should be good enough for now.

I did check, and I’m still far from buying an epic passive skill. They are starting at eight thousand shards, and I have only a bit over two thousand.

As for passives, each of them could be even a bit stronger than their rarity might suggest, as they would fit me super well, so they could end up feeling halfway to epic or as one of the stronger rare passives.

Enhanced Mana Recovery would use my ever-increasing mana to accelerate my healing. Nothing too difficult to understand. More mana, and faster healing to the point where rarity itself doesn’t allow it to become faster. In my case, it could be instantaneous. Obviously, the system won’t explain how strong rare passives are.

Kinetic Resurgence could have a bit stronger healing effect, but it’s less of a passive if I can say it like that. I would need to actively use some kinetic energy to feed it to the passive for faster recovery. It’s not such a problem, though.

Pyrokinetic Resurgence would rely on my thermal energy. So it’s a janky way, as I always go about it. Mana into kinetic, kinetic into thermal, and then strengthen my passive; but from the description, the healing effect seems to be the strongest out of three.

There are a few more decent ones, but these three seem to fit me the most. I also picked them on purpose in hopes that I could learn from them to heal my body. Somehow, I had no luck copying Lily’s more “traditional” healing or Hadwin’s, so maybe I will have more luck with these ones.

I give it a bit more thought, but in the end, I pick the most expensive one. It must be the best, right?

Do you want to buy the following Passive skill for 700 shards?

Passive Skill: Pyrokinetic Resurgence (Rare)

The user taps into pyrokinetic energies to fuel their regeneration. By channeling controlled bursts of heat, they expedite the healing process, using fire’s transformative nature to mend their wounds.

Yes/No

I confirm it and buy the passive skill.

So I have 1,900 more shards; should I buy one more healing passive?

It takes only a few moments, but I decide against it. Right now, I do not have a feeling that I desperately need one more, nor anything from the shop, so I decide to keep my shards. There might be a better use for them a bit later.

After checking that no one is around, I clench my teeth and break my finger and also cut my leg. Then I start transferring kinetic energy into thermal and keeping it inside of my body, ready to be used.

Almost immediately, I feel something inside me siphoning some of that energy and transforming it into something entirely different. That new energy quickly circles my entire body and then rushes to the place I am wounded. I observe as the wound on my leg starts closing, and even the broken finger starts twisting and returning back to its original place.

I try to connect to that energy and create a more intense heat inside. The process speeds up even more and the wound quickly heals. It takes a few seconds, but I believe that I can speed it up even more if I condense thermal energy enough to the point where my flames turn golden instead of yellow.

The effect isn’t as smooth as Lily’s, nor does it feel like I would be able to restore missing limbs, but overall, I’m quite happy with it. The best thing is that I have a feeling that this is something I can work with. Unlike Lily’s skill, it is easier for me to follow the process, and there is even a hint of understanding.

Good! I became stronger once again. Pay to win, I could say. Still, System, you are such an asshole.

Before returning to others, I open and check the floor quest.

Floor quest:

Destroy one of the four Calamities

Rewards:

Epic Passive skill

Skill upgrade token

2,000 Shards

60 stat points

Access to other Communities


CHAPTER 77
PAIRING



Interesting floor quest, to say the least. At least we have an option to pick one of the four Calamities. As for what the Calamity is, I think we will find out as time passes. As before, we could easily spend a few months here.

Another interesting thing is Community. I’ve joined it a few times, and there are just us, group 4.

Savant either hasn’t cleared the floor yet or doesn’t talk, so that’s it. It also means that we can talk only to people from groups that are on the same floor, or it means that we can’t talk to them because they still have their Community blocked due to narrative constraints and system censorship.

We also got the name of the floor: Waning Realm.

It looks like it’s yet another world close to dying or ending, similar to the second floor’s mana kingdom, which was about to get destroyed, and the third floor’s Saint’s Eternal Bastion, which was about to end because of Decay spread by the Saint, and that slowly overpowered the healing powers of the dying body of the Absolute. Judging by the name and floor quest, this floor seems to be similar.

I walk through the night and find the shallow cave where the others are. It’s lit by my orbs, and in the surrounding dark area and snowy tops of the mountains, it feels somewhat cozy. I get in and start generating a bit more heat, which I send around me without worrying that my mana won’t be able to keep up.

Lily is currently awake, and her eyes are examining me. “You did get a healing skill or something similar,” she says after her mana touches me gently.

Being a healer, she seems to be able to sense my passive, which improves my regeneration because of the increased heat around me. The passive is working even though I do not need it to.

“It’s a passive skill,” I tell her.

She doesn’t say anything, but I can see that she is overthinking once again.

“Lily,” I say, and she turns to me. “I’m not going to throw you away…” I pause and use [Resonance] to block out the sound around us. “Or the others. Not unless you give me a reason to do so.”

“But why? You could be much better on your own or with Tess,” Lily asks, and her expression seems somewhat sad.

“It’s more fun this way, Lily,” I answer.

“Fun?” She blinks slowly, confused.

I decide to open up to her a bit. “I thought about it a lot, you know. I even lowered the effects of my [Focus] to think less logically and to understand properly what I feel.” I pause. It’s so hard to share feelings, yet it feels right. “I’m strong, Lily, very strong, so I want to be more honest with myself.” As I continue, I get a sensation that is also my pride, allowing me to open up and trust in my decision. Not the Subclass. My own pride.

“And since I’m strong, I will do whatever I want. And what I want right now is to give us, being a group, a chance and have some fun, and maybe…only maybe, we will slowly become friends,” I say. I know this is what Tess hopes for, and I know we just got beaten by Lissandra. There are so many people stronger than me.

For now.

“This is what I honestly want to do now.” I wave my hand. “Obviously, I won’t open up to everyone. I won’t stop being myself or stop annoying you guys when you start talking too much or do not give me space. But I will try, Lily. I will do it because it’s what I want.”

When I reach out and pinch her small nose, I notice that she seems as if she is about to cry. This time, it’s not because she is sad. Still, she is such a crybaby.

“I would also like that, Nathaniel.” Lily’s voice sounds as if it’s about to break. “So I will help you, you and Tess”—the look in her eyes changes—“and if someone tries to get in the way of that, I will delete them from existence”—this time, I have a feeling as if dark grayish mana swirls in her eyes—“because this is also something I want.”

She soon falls asleep after using all of her mana to continue to restore her limbs. Sitting near her, I watch the others.

Min-Jae is trying to carefully watch Tess, thinking she won’t notice.

Tess is talking with Maya, who nods at something, and that makes her hair fly around her head.

In the corner, there is Biscuit licking Isabella’s hand to her happy laughs, and that also makes her protective sister smile gently.

Aaron and Dennis are sleeping, both close to each other, and Hadwin is sitting close to the entrance, looking into the darkness and keeping watch. His face is still hard, and I see him clenching his teeth and holding his empty sleeve where his arm that turned into Lissandra used to be.

I still don’t like them all; some of them are more important to me than others. I also know that I wouldn’t be that sad if some of them died. It’s probably terrible to say that, but that’s how I am, the result of my childhood and my not-so-normal personality.

Yet I got to know most of them somewhat, and I didn’t lie to Lily when I said they are fun to watch.

Tess told me about camaraderie, the young woman hoping to create a deep bond with others, even in this place. She just decided to give it a chance, preparing for the worst and hoping for the best.

And she is partially right; there is also a hint of a bond I feel after seeing their sometimes annoying faces for three floors.

I won’t change easily; I won’t become friendly or treat them nicely right away. If they try to kill me, I will do the same. If they treat me nicely, I will also try to do the same. That’s it. Because I want to.

The future will show the rest.

I will beat up Savant, and I will find out who the third Beyond explorer is. I will win the Community tournament. I will clear this floor no matter what it throws at me and find a way to scam the system.

And then, when everything is done, I will look back at my decisions with pride.

Flashbacks - Earth, 3 weeks before Nathaniel got into the tutorial

“Cathy, just don’t watch it. They keep spewing bullshit anyway,” a man tells his wife, annoyed by her bothering him once again.

“But, Bobby! It’s really weird that out of nowhere, people started disappearing! Do you think the government is behind it? Maybe they kidnap them for testing or try to cover something?” Cathy asks, her eyes still glued to the TV where the reporter continues to talk. “Look! They say this time, even an entire plane disappeared! It didn’t even happen somewhere without a signal. The plane flew right over the city!”

“Your brain will rot if you continue to watch that garbage. Just go and…”

“Did you hear? An entire school bus disappeared, twenty kids with it! Do you think they will give us holidays?”

“That would be nice. Or they could at least give us less homework.” A young boy smirks at his friend, and they both giggle.

“It’s not like you do yours, Tom; you keep asking Oliver to do them for you!”

“It’s fine. I pay him, and he doesn’t mind. But hey, did you hear about that bear attack?”

“Sir, people started disappearing again. We are getting messages about thousands of disappearances all over the world. It’s the same as a week ago. This time, even a group of our soldiers disappeared, along with three vehicles and a lot of supplies. Around twenty marines, sir.”

“Any chance of ambush?”

“No, sir! They were constantly monitored by one of our drones. They just…disappeared. We have footage of that if you look here…”

“How the fuck can a bunch of people disappear during a simple museum tour!”

“I don’t fucking know, Sam. Why don’t you tell me? Maybe try calling some goddamn prophet so we can both know!”

“Oh, shut the fuck up! Better think about how we are going to explain it to the police! And don’t just stand there; tell them to check the cameras again!”

“Did you hear? Just yesterday, they saw the biggest grizzly bear ever! There was this video on the internet of this bear trying to catch a Jeep. I swear even his eyes glowed!”

“Probably fake so they can sell this video to compilators for some cash.”

“But it looked so real.”

“It’s easy now; even a kid can do that, Tony…”

The hunter breathes out in relief and kicks the corpse of the deer he just shot. “Damn it, do you see how big this one is? I’ve never seen a bigger one.”

The second man just nods knowingly while examining the deer. “I think this has to be a record. Just look at these antlers. What the heck did he even eat?”

“I hope it is the biggest.” The first hunter laughs. “Do you remember that fella Donald? He is staying here for a week to hunt, and just a few days ago, he also a got a really big one. I thought he was lying about how big it was, but now I think he might not have been…”

Flashback - ??? (3 weeks before Nathaniel got into the tutorial)

“We have been paired again, my lord. A new planet has been added to the system. They just entered their non-attack phase, and the tutorial started. As far as we know, mana just started to awaken there, and they don’t have an Absolute, nor are they part of any alliance or under the protection of any ruler.”

“Good, collect all the information you can, and then we will wait. Also, find out if they have any Beyond explorers as well.”

“As you order, my lord.”

“When was the last time our planet got paired?”

“I think it’s a bit over one hundred years.”

“The cycles are getting shorter. Someone must be messing with the system.”

“Do you think it’s the Ruler of Greed again, my lord?”

“Possibly. But enough of that. Get in contact with the Palace and spread the news that another pairing has started.”


CHAPTER 78
TRYING TO FIND A WAY



Abit later, Hadwin asks to talk with me, and I agree.

His first question is, “She went easy on us?”

“Yes, I think she just wanted to punch me a few times. Don’t ask me why; I always treated her nicely,” I say and shrug. “She most likely wanted to keep us on the third floor. Maybe to do some experiments. Maybe to get one of our mana hearts. Who knows?”

“She sounded different from the brooch, and her form didn’t look like her on the second floor,” Hadwin says carefully.

He’s been asking a lot of questions since the end of the floor. I think this was something like a wake-up call for him, and he decided to take this much more seriously.

So he starts collecting information to understand it better. Well, I’m still in a decently good mood, so I will answer some of his questions, but when he starts being too bothersome, I will send him to Tess.

“The brooch was slightly affected by my personality because her imprint was imperfect, and she was made from my hand. She also knew that and knew that I would destroy her. She realized it even before me, as she probably felt the healing field even earlier than Lily.” I yawn and scratch the top of my head.

It’s already morning, and the days and nights seem to be a similar length to Earth. It’s still cold, and the wind continues to blow loudly, yet we still decided to stay here for a few more days, maybe a bit longer. Just until Lily fully heals.

“The imprint she left on you was much better, and she even separated my influence from it.” Quite a monster, that woman. “Then she just waited until we got closer to the Saint, connected to its healing aura, and regrew her body from your arm.” Before he says anything, I lift my hand, and that makes him stop. “Lissandra isn’t someone who makes the same mistake twice. I don’t think she is influenced by you or anything. But, Haddy, do you know what’s fun? She didn’t have any mana, or at least none I could feel. She kicked our asses only with the strength of her body.”

I believe mana is still the best stat, but maybe the other ones aren’t that inferior. “As she regrew her body, she influenced the process and made it as strong as possible.”

Again, what a monster.

“Logically, she is still from within the tutorial, so she should have disappeared after we left the floor, right? Together with it.” The older man braces against the wind while looking at me.

“It’s just a theory, but I think she confuses the system a bit. The imprint already passed through one floor, and that confused the system. She then remade it, and that confused the system again. Also, she was first made from my hand and then from your arm instead of trying to get the Saint’s body. I think that was done on purpose. The tutorial treats the bodies of humans from Earth differently. Heck, I would be surprised if all this stuff didn’t mess up the system a little bit.”

“So there is a chance she will become like us? With quests, rewards, and leveling within the tutorial? She also looked different from before.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she were able to do so. As for her looks, I think it was how she looked thousands of years ago, or she just made it look the way she wanted. Either way, it doesn’t matter that much.”

Lissandra, being a beautiful young woman, might confuse our three teenage boys, but not me. I totally won’t hesitate to punch her face.

“How many more questions can I ask?”

Oh? Isn’t that quite nice of him to take my personality and growing annoyance into consideration? Good reaction, Haddy! Plus two questions.

“Five more questions, and then you can ask Tess; she knows most of what I do.”

“Thanks, Nathaniel, I appreciate that.” He nods, and I feel some honesty in his voice. In his own way, he also seems to be trying to find a way to me.

“Not five, but six more questions,” I say.

To that, he laughs a bit and asks what he wants to know.

Last night, after Lily and some others fell asleep, the sky cleared. It became almost cloudless, and during that, those of us who were awake saw something surprising high in the sky.

It is not exactly high in the sky, but it is probably in orbit of the planet. Thousands, and maybe tens of thousands, of giant pieces of what could be debris of some old construction orbit the planet. The white, stone-like material reflects the silver light of the moon, similar to Earth’s.

I think it’s debris because plenty of those things have sharp angles and are too non-naturally shaped. They just can’t be rocks that are orbiting the planet like they do around Saturn.

The current theory we are running on is that it’s probably some old construction that they built in orbit. Dennis likes the theory that it used to be a massive city that someone teleported from Earth to orbit to kill all the people.

Well, I’m sure we will find out.

Also, my other theory was proven right as we got a new side quest:

Side quest: Reach Level 150

Reward: Primary class upgrade/change

Tess didn’t seem as impressed as I thought she would be, but that might be because I did the “I told you so” thingy.

Well, I can’t have everything. The world is trying to hold us smart people down.

I’m also thinking of selling four low-value epic items I got. Tess was also able to take Edwal’s chest armor with her, and now it sits inside the cave. It does not fit her that well, but she says it’s really great for the conductivity of her lightning, so she keeps it in hopes she will be able to change it. In the worst case, she can sell it to the system shop.

As for me, I’ve already picked the crown, the least useful item from the bunch, and started experimenting with it. I’m doing it in a similar way to how I did with Hadwin’s shield before or with common weapons I kept picking up from side quests and tying mana stones to them.

This epic crown is without any effect now, but it’s extremely durable and cool-looking, not that it helps. When Lily heals up, I plan to give her one piece and maybe she can do something with it. My theory is that she might be able to connect the item to her healing in a similar way to what the Saint did, and that would allow her to heal us over greater distances.

I’m quite happy with it, and even if I somehow destroy one of the items, it will be worth it if I learn to create something that I see as a construct, but on the item instead of inside my body.

So that’s how I spend my “free time,” holding the crown in my hands and consolidating my [Focus] to examine it, at first trying to find out how exactly it works as I follow the circuits that are ever-present there.

The crown is also set up to not take any energy from the user; instead, it has something like a receiver that is used to accept the Saint’s healing mana and transfer it to the user. So the first goal is to change it, to make it so the crown can receive my mana instead of only the Saint’s healing one. Then I will try to see if it can turn my mana into healing and heal me.

I think this won’t work, and I will totally render the current circuits useless if I try to do it, so I’m already preparing to make new ones.

It’s a good plan, and it’s fun to tinker with it. Sure, I’m destroying the item even further, but who cares? It’s just an item. It can disappear or be taken at any time. The knowledge I will get from it will stay with me forever.

I feel a presence moving closer to me and don’t react. Soon, Biscuit boops my leg with his nose.

(Sustenance.)

“Oh, are you bored, Biscuit?” I stop focusing on the item in my hand and jokingly put it on Biscuit’s head. He lets me do it while his eyes are patient, as if I’m a small kid he has to deal with.

Not going to lie, Biscuit with a crown that’s too big for him on his head is quite cute. I totally should get something more fitting for him.

But there’s one more interesting thing. “Why are you wearing clothes, Biscuit?”

The cutest corgi on the fourth floor is wearing something that could be a warm-looking jacket made for a small child or baby. It’s clearly not meant for a burrito-like doggo, but someone did cut it a bit and fixed some places, so it’s more fitting for Biscuit.

So now he stands here, big crown on his head and a dark orange jacket on him. The jacket even has small sleeves that his short legs are stuck into.

This might be the first time I actually regret not having my phone anymore. Maybe there’s a camera in the shop?

(Sustenance!) Biscuit brings me back to reality, and I look down at the patient doggo and pet him.

“That’s Isabella’s work; I saw her forcing Sophie to help her with that even inside the mansion, and they collected everything they needed.” Maya steps closer and explains while squatting and extending her hand toward Biscuit.

The best dog sniffs it and then offers her his head, which she pets.

“That’s surprisingly calming,” Maya says after a while and then picks out a small piece of jerky from a pouch and gives it to Biscuit.

It almost looks like a transaction between them because Biscuit just takes it and moves closer to me, putting his head on my leg and holding the piece of meat with his front legs while slowly eating it.

For a moment, he pauses and looks at me. (Food!) sounds in my head.

“One more and you can pet him a bit later,” I say to Maya, at which Biscuit turns to her and woofs shortly.

The woman laughs and puts two more pieces in front of him, at which point I feel him sending a message even to her before turning back to his food.

“I did talk with Lily a bit, and she made me realize something,” Maya starts carefully but then sighs. “I won’t just walk around it; I’ll be honest with you. I still remember you beating me on the first floor, probably so you could learn [Armament], and I still want to get back at you for that. You know, punch your face at least once.”

“That’s quite reasonable,” I agree with her, to her surprise. “What, do you think I didn’t realize that? I know I’m an asshole and the things I do sometimes aren’t exactly nice.”

“And you still have no problem with that? Throwing Ethan to the bear, beating up Hadwin and me. Acting as if you are ready to just leave everyone behind?” Maya doesn’t seem to blame me; she just asks curiously.

“I’ve long since gotten used to the fact that I’m not exactly normal. You could say that I do not hesitate to act on my decisions, and I can set my priorities straight…” I pause and look for the right words. “At the start of the first floor, I did act quite harsh at times, and if there is a need for that, I would do it again. If there is not, I won’t. It’s as simple as that.”

“If I were younger and more naïve, I would maybe get more angry and ask you how can you talk like that. I’m still young”—Maya puts emphasis on the word “young” before continuing—“but not that young. I have a bit more experience than most of the others here, so I understand. But I still want to get back at you at least once.”

“You are free to try anytime,” I tell her.

“I didn’t expect anything else.” Her face was serious, and before she left, she said one more thing. “Still, Lily made me realize a few things, and one of them is that most likely, most of us wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you. I don’t like that fact, but I’m not hardheaded enough not to accept it. So thank you, I guess, and also thank you for helping me improve. I know you most likely only do it because Tess asked you to, but I still wanted to say that.”

Maya leaves without saying anything else.

Wow, isn’t Lily a sneaky one? What is she trying to do after our conversation from last time? Is she working on boosting my public image?

I turn my attention back to Biscuit. “What do you think?” I ask him, and he also turns to me while chewing.

(Asshole.)

Dang it, Biscuit.


CHAPTER 79
THE HOLE



Days have passed and the night has come. This time, all of us are awake and staring up at the clear sky, at the debris that orbits the planet, reflecting the light of the moon. Some pieces are giant, probably much bigger than we think as they are so far away; other ones are much smaller and look more like dust shining when direct light lands on them in an otherwise dark room.

It’s pretty, and there are so many questions that come to mind that, in my eyes, make it even more alluring as I stare up there.

“Tess, you can see really far. Can you tell what it is?” Min-Jae steps closer to the blond woman he has a crush on.

I have noticed that he is calmer than before in the mansion as we are once again surrounded by unknown dangers, yet sometimes he tries to find an opportunity to talk with her.

“They are too far away even for me, but it’s probably debris, as Nathaniel said. Some shapes are too perfect to be just some random rock orbiting the planet. Maybe it used to be some construction that orbited the planet long ago? Looking at the name of this floor, Waning Realm, we might end up dealing with some post-apocalyptic planet.”

“The second floor was close to being destroyed in a world war, the third floor was a dying world, and the fourth one again. The system sure has some interesting ideas,” Hadwin says.

Dennis joins the conversation as we slowly move from the entrance and sit inside the cave, surrounding my orb that is as big as an orange and radiating nice heat. “Do you think these floors are places that really exist?”

I’m getting better and better at forming the orbs, and they last much longer and are more stable so I can make them bigger. At first, I thought that infusing my mana with thermal or kinetic energy might be useless, but there seem to be some interesting uses for it.

“There are multiple options. The floors can be made from scratch by the system, whatever the system actually is.” Hadwin turns to me. “Nathaniel, on the other hand, always thought that the floors are copies of worlds that existed millennia, maybe even millions, of years ago, and the system keeps reusing them. They could even be copies of worlds that currently exist.” Hadwin’s voice becomes unsure. “We could spend hours theorizing, but in the end, it doesn’t matter that much.”

Dennis frowns. “But couldn’t they be real worlds that the system sends us to?”

To that, his brother, Aaron, gently slaps the back of his head. “Don’t be dumb. Every group got the same world, the same floor.”

“I know that, you dumbass.” Dennis pokes his brother. “I meant as if parallel universes and such stuff. It would surely be easier to just move us somewhere than create the world for each group.”

They then continue to throw multiple theories around, and I listen to them while not joining the conversation. Some of them are straight-up dumb, some are thrown there jokingly, and some of them are depressing as hell.

“I know we talked about it on the first floor already, but I wanted to ask again. What did you hear about the disappearances back on Earth? Before the tutorial?” Hadwin changes the theme when the conversation stops getting anywhere, and I start to listen a bit more.

Even Isabella, who is sitting next to me and petting Biscuit, perks up. “Dad said it’s all bullshit. Same stuff like UFOs!”

“Izzy!” Sophie quickly says. “No cursing, I told you!”

“But that’s what Dad said…” The little girl pouts, to which Biscuit licks her hand. She quickly forgets about that and starts to pet the doggo.

“I have mostly ignored it. Sometimes they blamed it on accidents or just threw some conspiracies around.” Maya shrugs. “People always come up with some explanation.”

“I have heard about it too, but it always felt like clickbait titles or something to get you to watch the news. Stuff like ‘Plane disappeared in Bermuda Triangle’ or ‘Group of tourists lost in the mountains, you could be the next.’” Sophie pauses, opens her mouth, and then just shakes her head and doesn’t say anything else.

“We didn’t hear about it at all,” Dennis says, and Aaron nods. “News is for old people.” Aaron nods again, which makes Min-Jae laugh.

Still smiling, Min-Jae also says something. “I only heard from a friend that some of his brother’s colleagues disappeared from the office. Around twenty people and a big chunk of the building with them. They blamed it on an explosion, but there was no debris, no bodies. Now that I think about it, it’s the same as the entire bus disappearing with us.”

After that, silence ensues as everyone thinks on their own.

“The biggest question is what happened to other rounds. If it’s as we and other Community members think, and as the system hinted, it means that four rounds of the tutorial already ended. Meaning there are already probably hundreds of people with powers, some of them probably from Hell as well, and it’s hard to imagine how strong they got after five years in Hell Difficulty.”

Hadwin looks around, his eyes staying on me a bit longer than on others. “I know about disappearances a bit more than you, as they are things I usually notice or had to notice when I worked as a policeman. The first disappearance started happening around four to five weeks ago. If each round of the tutorial is the same, it means there are ten groups for each difficulty. Easy starts with two thousand people, Normal with a thousand, Hard with five hundred, and Hell with two hundred fifty. That’s three thousand seven hundred fifty people for each round, times four—as we are the fifth round. Around fifteen thousand people disappeared before we even got into the tutorial.”

The wind now blows even louder than before, and I start absorbing some kinetic energy so it doesn’t reach inside the cave, turning that energy into heat. It’s nice practice, and it also makes the cave more comfortable. I even add [Resonance] to the mix and block some sound of the blowing wind, making it a bit quieter.

Hadwin continues, “To be honest, it might sound like a lot, but in the context of the entire planet, it isn’t much, especially if most of these disappearances probably didn’t even get mentioned in our news as they happened somewhere in smaller countries. I did talk with Lissandra.” As he says her name, there is a hint of some emotion in it. Maybe anger? Hate? Disappointment? Anger at himself and not her? “It could be that all the groups get back on Earth at once because of time dilation. It’s all based on the fact that the tutorial won’t start a new round before the one before it has ended. There is also the possibility that each week the round starts and the system doesn’t have a problem running all the rounds at once, and people will return to Earth after five years of Earth time and within tutorial time.”

At this point, I stop listening and focus more on practicing my Mana Cycling and examining my healing passive work.

I’m obviously curious about all these questions, but it’s not like they matter too much right now. I won’t let them distract me from getting stronger and from the floors themselves.

I will deal with it when I get there, and meanwhile, I will hope that my sister and mom are fine. Unfortunately, Victoria is…at a place from where it’s hard to take care of Mom, but she is smart; she will come up with something.

So I hope for the best, but if I come back to Earth and something happens to either of them, then Lissandra will be the least of the system’s problems.

I slide into [Focus] and feel these worries get pushed away, and not needing to sleep that much, I stay awake for the rest of the night, keeping watch and practicing.

“It’s a hole,” Min-Jae says.

“No shit. Do you know how deep it is?” Dennis answers.

“I can see through some darkness, but this one seems to be much deeper than I can see.” Tess examines the hole before taking a small step back.

Min-Jae ends the short conversation the three of them have with, “Wow.”

Currently, most of us stand around it, leaving Hadwin and Aaron in the cave with Lily. The twins are constantly keeping up [Connection] in case something happens. The rest of us are here, even little Isabella and Sophie, and we stand close to the hole.

It’s perfectly circular, and its diameter is as long as a small swimming pool. The sides of the hole are somewhat smooth but not to the point of feeling like they were made by a machine; there is some roughness to them. We can see a bit into it, and then there is perfect darkness.

We can’t even see to the bottom. So Min-Jae throws in a stone as big as his head.

“Kim! Do not do such stuff on your own,” Tess tells him, but then even she stops to listen. We don’t hear anything. The stone doesn’t hit the wall, nor does it reach a bottom we can hear.

Dennis throws in another stone, this time even bigger than the one Min-Jae threw. He throws it at an angle so we hear it hitting the walls, the sound echoing from the side and falling down.

“Fool of a Took!” Min-Jae shouts at Dennis, and both of them giggle. Even Maya seems to be smiling while Tess rolls her eyes, probably giving up on them.

“Nat, Nat, throw in one of your glowing orbs…or a bomb! The one made from tricolored mana!” The boy is excited as he says it and continues to poke me. At that, even Dennis perks up and joins in, trying to make me do so.

“Min-Jae,” I start. “Do you not know all the clichés? The moment I throw in something, we will awaken some ancient evil.”

“It’s nice that you say that, Nat, but why are you already creating one of your orbs?” Tess says in a flat tone.

“You wouldn’t understand that, Tess. If you are a boy and you see a hole, you either try to make it deeper or throw something inside!” Min-Jae comes to my defense.

“Exactly,” Dennis says while throwing in another stone. “It’s in our genes.”

Seeing us do that, even little Isabella starts throwing in some smaller stones.

“You too, Biscuit!” she shouts happily, and the dog creates a single tentacle and pushes a smaller stone over the edge into the hole. That makes Isabella even happier.

I listen to their bickering while I push more and more thermal energy into the orb. It’s exactly as Min-Jae said. A need to throw stuff into any deep hole you find feels like a reflex you need to have if you want to call yourself a man.

It’s a must! It’s not childish! And I will pretend I do not see Tess rolling her eyes. At least Maya seems to partially understand, and Sophie is supporting any silly thing Isabella does if it means it will make the little girl happy.

Soon, I am done and throw the orb that is as big as an orange into the hole. The orb is glowing as it starts falling down and lighting its surroundings.

In the darkness of the hole, it shines especially brightly and continues to fall.

One minute.

Two minutes later, the orb starts hitting the walls and continues to fall.

A bit longer, and only Tess sees it, and I notice some members stepping away from the edge of the hole.

One minute later, it disappears, even for Tess.

“Kim, you’re good at math; calculate it.” Dennis nudges the other boy.

He does just that, and it takes a few minutes for him to do the calculations. He asks us how long we think the object was falling and a few more questions before attempting to recalculate. In the end, he appears shocked and tries the calculations once more.

He does it a few times and then just gives up. “I think this hole is deeper than the height of Mount Everest.”


CHAPTER 80
NOT A CLOUD



On our way back from the hole, everyone is surprisingly quiet, deep in their own thoughts. After learning about how deep that hole was, I also start to watch our surroundings more carefully.

The mountains that surround us are all terribly tall. Yet there is something that I do realize: they are a bit weirdly shaped. I can’t exactly pinpoint it, but something feels off about them, and now that I look, they start feeling off more and more.

“Maybe we should leave a bit sooner than expected. Maya or I can carry Lily. I know she probably won’t like it, but this place has started feeling off,” Tess says, echoing my thoughts.

“Yes, let’s do it,” I agree. “I will check where we should go.”

I split from the group and generate enough kinetic energy to push myself higher. Unlike before, it’s much smoother now, and I lift off quickly yet somewhat stably. It’s like I am applying a constant push instead of the short thrusts of energy that I used before. I continue to send more and more energy under me, and it starts getting colder the higher I am, so I turn some of that energy into thermal energy to keep myself warm.

The day is quite clear, so I can see a great distance. When I feel that I am high enough, I stop pushing and instead focus on keeping myself floating at a single spot.

There are mountains as far as I can see. In one direction, there is more snow; most of the mountains are totally covered in snow. On the opposite side, the mountains are getting smaller and smaller.

I spend a bit more time looking and then land back near the others, finding them with my [Perception]. “I think this is the way we should go, but I didn’t see far enough. Can you check it?” I gesture the direction to Tess.

“I won’t be able to get myself that high; you will have to help me.” Tess shakes her head and puts her hand on my shoulder.

I put my arm around her waist and pull her closer. “Ready?”

She nods, and I push us up in the air, this time generating a bit more heat for Tess as well.

When we are high enough, I start keeping us afloat.

“I have to say, the view is amazing,” Tess says and collects some mana in her eyes. [Farsight] activates, and she carefully looks around. It takes her around one minute, and then she taps my shoulder. “We can go back.”

When we land, I let go of her. “So?”

“I think you were right; there seem to be fewer mountains, and they are smaller that way. There are also some plains far in the distance. So let’s grab the others and start moving there. But, Nat, we will have to rely on you to keep us from freezing in case it gets worse. I don’t think Isabella will be able to keep her skill running so long, and some of us don’t have high physical stats to endure that.”

“I will be nice enough and do it, so no worries, Tess.” I then look at Izzy. “Who is the better fire user now?” I poke at the little girl.

“You are just a radiator! My flames are much better!” Isabella fights back, but it’s no use. I know the truth.

Even though I do it in a super-janky way and waste more mana than she does, it doesn’t matter with my reserves.

The best fire user in group 4 is me!

Or at least until Biscuit learns that plenty of food tastes better cooked and learns how to use fire skills as well.

To move as quickly as possible, Min-Jae lowers our weight with [Gravity Well]. Afterward, he and Tess try to keep the group from splitting apart as others either know how to lower their defenses and let Min-Jae and Tess use skills on them, or they hold on to people who can do it.

Meanwhile, I’m the engine, and the blond woman and young boy hold on to me while I continue to generate enough energy to move us through the air.

Dennis says it’s the most ghetto thing he’s seen since the start of the tutorial, and I can’t help but agree with him.

It takes some time to get used to it, and I almost throw us against the top of one of the mountains. There is also an accident where Maya gets separated from the group and nearly crashes to the ground. For that, Min-Jae continues to apologize.

After a few dozen minutes, I get used to it, so I relax slightly, and while still generating enough heat to keep others warm, I create arms made out of pale blue mana and grab every member of our group, either around the wrist, ankle, or waist.

Then I start moving faster and faster. My doubled-up mana easily allows such expenditure. To move faster, I also have to generate more heat until Tess uses her skill to push against the wind, creating something like a bubble around us. It becomes immediately quieter, and the wind becomes almost no problem.

Once in a while, I move us up so Tess can scout again, and we continue. Some members of our group dislike it. Actually, they seem to be hating it, but they have to clench their teeth and deal with it. The distance we have passed would have taken us days on foot.

While traveling, we also spot more holes similar to the first one we saw, and the mountains become weirder and weirder. It’s as if they are man-made instead of created by nature.

But after a few more hours, we start seeing fewer and fewer holes, and the mountains become somewhat more normal again.

“Ant,” Tess says suddenly.

What?

I stop us at the spot and turn us toward where she is pointing. In the distance, there is an ant looking toward us. The ant is dark red, and his antennae are moving from side to side as he holds on to the side of the mountain.

He is too far away for me to feel mana from him, yet his eyes seem to have some soft glow to them.

The ant is as big as a bus.

The creature twitches, and with movement that is surprisingly quick, he dashes toward one of the immensely deep holes nearby and climbs inside.

“Nat, I think we should leave quickly,” Tess says, and without answering, I collect more of my mana than before and push us away from where the creature disappeared.

Fucking bus-sized ants.

Sure, normal ants are somewhat cute as they try to pull a big leaf and as they call their friends to collect some sugar from the ground, but this?

They are massive, meaning that it’s easier to see the details of their faces. Short, hair-like things sticking out from some places. Metallic-looking carapace with eyes that seem so lifeless yet so dangerous.

Currently, dozens of them pop up on the mountains all around us, probably from the holes that are ever-present here.

The creatures move quickly and continue to appear in places we pass by. They do not attack, merely watch.

“Fuck, do you think these mountains are anthills?” Aaron says out of nowhere, and I nearly crash us against the mountain. That can’t be right.

I check once again but soon find that the boy might be onto something, but it can’t be right. There are thousands of these mountains.

Soon we enter the trap; there are a few dozen ants between us and where we are going, and even more jump from the side around us.

Most of them are around Level 100, with very few being closer to Level 150.

At first, they stand on their legs and bend their bodies slightly, shooting yellowish mana from their bottoms at us. The attack is seemingly organized; all the ants attack at once.

I move us away from the first attack, and Tess uses her [Psychokinesis] to push away the projectiles that are about to hit us.

Then I notice a few ants turning and starting to attack their own, and I realize that Sophie has already started working, and her attack does surprisingly well.

At first, the ants ignore their own, tearing them apart, biting off their legs, or shooting yellowish, acid-like substances at them, so multiple ants die. But then, with movements that feel full of anger, they turn against ants controlled by Sophie and attack them, ignoring any attack that lands on them and even ignoring us. They literally tear apart the four ants Sophie took control of, and when they turn back to us, they seem angrier than before.

I continue to focus on avoiding attacks and flying us higher and away from them while others deal with defense or with attacks on them. High in the air, the attacks become much less dangerous, and after a while, I feel others calm down slightly.

Then flying ants come at us, only a dozen of them, but each even bigger than the ones from before. The only difference, other than size, is that they seem a lot thinner and have massive wings that flicker at immense speed.

Min-Jae’s small projectiles shoot toward the monsters, and I even feel that he is trying to increase their weight with his skill, but they are hard to hit. Even Biscuit helps by creating a single long, purple mana tentacle that attacks the ants’ wings, successfully causing some damage. I can also sense him sending telepathic messages to the ants. Hopefully, he’s not asking them for food but perhaps calling them assholes.

Tess’s javelin, filled with red-and-white lightning, pierces through the air and one of the ants; then it flies back and kills another one while returning. At the same moment, two of the ants turn around and start attacking their own, while even Isabella’s blue flames blaze up and hit the closest ant, which is immediately set ablaze and starts falling down while burning and twitching, covered in blue flames.

Another javelin trailed by lightning flies, and one more ant dies. Just a few more seconds and they are dealt with, their dead bodies falling to the ground.

“Nat, can you go faster?” Tess asks.

Huh, who does she think I am? I’m still limiting the speed we are moving at to not make them vomit all over me. Our current speed is nothing.

“Yes, that is not a problem. Why?” I ask her.

To that, Tess points toward a dark cloud far behind from where we came. Hmm, what’s with that?

I turn to her, and she still solemnly continues to point there. “Not a cloud,” she says.

Huh? I look again at the not-a-cloud thing and notice that it’s moving weirdly.

Oh, I see.

My heart thumps wildly, and I use more energy to move us away from that. From thousands and thousands of flying ants that darken the sky and head right toward where we are.

I ignore screaming; I even ignore Maya’s unladylike throwing up as I continue to move us between the mountains and sometimes changing the direction a bit to avoid smaller groups of flying giant ants.

It takes us an hour to get rid of the goddamn ants, and it’s good because I already start feeling my mana depleting to dangerous levels. The amount of maneuvering and my lack of experience lead to inefficient use of kinetic energy for flying. Then I have to spend additional mana to create more energy while also heating the area around us and using mana arms to hold others, which is quite draining.

It’s nice training, of course, and it becomes a bit more fun when the others stop screaming every time we almost crash.

But at last, the ants stop following us and stay in the mountains or anthills, or whatever I should call them. The ants stop right after we reach the plains. They just sit right there and continue looking toward us while snapping their mandibles and moving around angrily.

Yeah, screw you too. It’s dead certain I will be back.


CHAPTER 81
SOLO HUNTING TIME



The plains spread as far as I can see, and only Tess says that she sees some hills in the distance. It’s noticeably warmer here, and the ground is rocky with patches of grass here and there and some trees once in a while. But best of all, there are no bus-sized nightmarish red ants.

I mean, some oversized ants might be fine, but it stops being funny when they start flying. Creepy jackasses.

I would have shown them something if I hadn’t had to taxi our small group. Oh boy, I would love to test the limits of my mana reserves, my bought passive, my flames. I also need to properly test [Resonance]. I have a feeling that I am only scratching the edges of what it’s capable of, and there are plenty of ideas on how to utilize skills that are made from a combination of [Disruption] and [Oscillation].

As we continue to move further away from the giant anthills, I do not stop checking in the distance for suspicious, cloud-like things. Tess does the same as we move on foot.

There is no road, so we have to jump over some stones, small streams of water, and tears that scar the ground.

We don’t spot any other monsters or animals; it’s just an empty plain. But I’m not that surprised. What kind of maniac would want to stay so close to the thousands, maybe tens of thousands, or maybe even millions of ants? Did I also say that they are bus-sized?

“Our water and food should be able to last us for around one week. You said you and Nathaniel don’t need that much water or food anymore after the body upgrade. By how much?” Hadwin asks Tess.

“I’m not sure exactly, but I think I’m fine with fifty to sixty percent of what I used to eat before? Nathaniel maybe needs even less than that,” Tess answers.

“Less than you. Is there any difference between your upgrades?”

“I don’t think so. I think it’s because he has more mana than me, and that might affect how much food or water he needs,” Tess says as she moves over the fallen tree and turns to me. “Am I right, Nathaniel?”

“It’s most likely as you said,” I answer.

There is still so much we don’t know, and that makes things annoying at times but also more interesting. What is life without some secrets or things to strive for? Things like more mana!

But I think we’ve rested enough, and all this walking is getting boring. “Ready to fly again?” I ask.

Some of the reactions are far from enthusiastic, and I feel personally attacked. So I may or may not have flown a bit more turbulently at some places.

After a few days of walking and flying, we finally spot something other than empty plains.

“It’s a city,” Tess says smartly.

“Are you sure, Tess? We wouldn’t like it to be another anthill.”

“Nat, I’m sure I can now recognize an anthill from man-made towers.”

“Tess, what if there are bipedal ants or some similar nonsense? Maybe were-ants, or deer ants, cinder ants.”

“You sound annoyed,” Tess says, yet she still continues to look toward the city that only she sees in the distance.

“People are way too nice; it’s creepy,” I answer honestly.

“That’s what happens if you treat them somewhat nicely and teach them some stuff and save their lives once or twice.”

“Bullshit, I beat Hadwin and Maya. I punched Sophie and tried to kill her too. I exploded two people in front of them, and probably more nonsense. I tell you, Tess, they are planning something.”

“Hadwin tried to kill you, so he deserved that. Beating Maya was quite rude, but I think she thinks you paid back for that by helping her improve. Sophie understands what she did to you, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she expected even harsher behavior from your side. As for exploding two people, you weren’t at your senses, and to be honest, some of us also did similar things, maybe just not in such a way,” Tess says.

There is a short silence in which the two of us look into the distance, trying to catch more of the city that might be there.

“Some of us are murderers, and almost all of us did things that would terrify us back on Earth… Or maybe not. Maybe all of us are here for a reason—because we are not normal and we never fit into society. Maybe only people like us have a chance to survive here.”

The light falls on her, and her long blond hair tied into a ponytail shines in that light as she turns to me.

Her steel-gray eyes are piercing as a smile slowly appears on her face. “Nat, I already told you, but I want all of us to become comrades. Friends. Even you. So just leave it up to me. Do not worry about what happened back on Earth; I have already forgiven you. Just think about it and maybe open up a bit, and I will deal with the rest. I believe you will enjoy having friends.” The light seems to make her hair glow while her unwavering eyes look at me.

I leave after saying something I do not remember. She is scary. She reads people easier than Isabella; she manipulates people better than Sophie with her skill. She knows what words to say to make it hurt, as well as to make me feel things I do not want to feel.

To me, Tess is the scariest out of this group.

It’s solo hunting time! I’ve decided to spend a few days on my own. I need to vent a bit without any people around me.

I exchange a few words with Lily, who, after a few days of traveling through the plains, has one missing leg and a big part of the second one back. She doesn’t seem too pleased, but it will be fine. The girl seems happy about the rare-rated amulet I gave her before. I also tell her the times when I will be in the Community, so that seems to ease her a bit.

My goodbye to Min-Jae, Hadwin, and Maya is shorter. On the other hand, the twins and Sophie seem to be not exactly happy that I am leaving; they are just a little less unhappy than the others. Especially Sophie, who I’m sure still remembers the incident when Goldie turned off my [Focus].

Isabella is stuck between happy and unhappy. Happy because she will get to keep Biscuit for herself, and unhappy… Well, I don’t know, maybe she got a bit attached to me during the start of the third floor?

Still, she doesn’t have to cry; it makes things awkward.

So I pet Biscuit a lot and tell him to take care of others. A reliable doggo should be able to.

Tess isn’t there, but I meet her a minute after flying away from where I left the people of group 4.

The blond woman is smiling knowingly.

“What? You pushed too hard and too soon,” I say. I still think it’s more fun to stay with others, but with Tess organizing everything and even Lily doing some PR for me, things are moving too quickly for ol’ introverted me.

I need some breathing room. A bit of leveling and fighting so I can clear my mind. The group will be fine as they are all capable and might even be able to grow more without me being there. It’s something Tess and Hadwin both seem to agree with.

“I don’t think I pushed too hard.” She takes a short step toward me and then hugs me. “Take care of yourself, Nat. I would miss you if something happened to you. I don’t have that many friends to lose one of them.”

“You take care as well; I will be back soon. We will stay in touch in the Community.” I wave at her one more time and lift off right after, using kinetic energy to pierce through the air.

I move toward the place where we came from. This floor has a serious ant problem I might be able to help with.

Side quest: Defeat 100 ants.

Reward: 5 shards.

A new side quest pops up the moment I start moving toward the aforementioned monsters. The rewards are quite cheap, in my opinion, but I already know that the system is a Scrooge.

Also, I have planned to use them to level up anyway, so it’s just a small addition to it.

I have a smaller bag with me and within it some water, food, nice snacks, and replacement clothes. It’s all the stuff I can buy through the system shop right now, but why would I waste precious shards when I could take it from Hadwin, who is taking care of rationing and inventory? I might have taken a bit more sweets than he liked, but the man didn’t say much about it.

As I continue to travel through the air, I check the Community once in a while, just for a second or two. The main reason is that I want to see when the other groups come to the fourth floor. Currently, it looks like communication with people on different floors is impossible.

That also confirms my theory that one group can return to Earth—in five years—while being, for example, on the ninth floor, and another group will, at that time, be only on the fourth floor. It makes sense, and it’s another reason to clear the floors quickly after getting all you can from them, as the next floor can make you stronger than staying on one floor too long.

Curious, I join the Beyond Community.

Noname - Hey, Savant, are you still on the 3rd floor?

There is no answer, so for a moment, I think that communication through the floors is impossible, or Savant just ignores me, but then an answer appears.

Savant - Are you on the 4th floor?

Yes! Yes! Hahaha.

Noname - Suck it! All the cool guys are already on the 4th floor!

Savant - By cool guys, do you mean yourself? Well, whatever. It looks like those of us from Beyond can talk through the floors while other people can’t.

Noname - Yup, are you having trouble with the 3rd-floor quest?

I can’t help but poke.

Savant - A little bit, but nothing I won’t be able to solve. The system will censor everything useful you could tell me, so just screw off.

Then Savant disconnects, and I am left feeling much better than before. Yup, I know I did have a cheat code called Lily and her [Disintegration], and that also makes me wonder how else I would clear the third floor.

I noticed that Edwal’s lightning did have some anti-healing properties, so maybe by talking with the guy and having him help me? Maybe even the king could be lured to our side and influenced to help kill the Saint. I do not believe that he wouldn’t know how after thousands of years. He most likely just didn’t want to.

As for me, I could probably do it with that weird-ass black mana that the king seemed to recognize. Or I could once again create a strong enough thermal orb and burn the Saint’s entire body at once. I just think it would need to be much stronger than the one I used against the two warriors. Much, much stronger.

Well, it’s all in the past, and let’s not think about Lissandra, who stayed there. Let’s hope she won’t get her hands on the black dagger I left behind, which could dominate and devour mana a bit. Yup, she totally won’t get her hands on it. It totally won’t come back to bite me in the ass.

I miss Lissthaniel.

Well, not that much, but it would be better than Lissandra, who is so close to her original self. That cockroach-like Absolute is scary as heck.


CHAPTER 82
FAVORITE KIND OF MONSTERS



So the ants are still there, waiting on the mountains but not entering the plains. Car- and bus-sized nightmarish monsters with their dead-like eyes are crawling creepily over the rocky surface of the mountains or anthills or whatever it is. Even though they have no human-like eyes, I keep getting the feeling that all of them are staring at me.

Hundreds of them are there. Fewer than when we were running away and I already see a few of them leaving, maybe to call more friends.

There are even flying ones that are currently on the ground.

Good.

I breathe in and use the Mana Regulator to increase the amount of mana my heart is getting, and I start feeling kinetic energy flow through my body. As always, it threatens to tear it apart the moment there is too much of it, but I accept the feeling. I got used to it, and after dealing with the energy time and time again, I welcome it.

I [Focus], and the world loses its colors. Useless thoughts disappear, and there is only me, my skills, and the enemies against me.

Armor forms around my body. The effect of [Initiate of Pride] makes it more beautiful. It’s not to the point where it becomes overdecorated; it just seems masterfully crafted, simple, effective, and somewhat deadly.

More mana flows into the armor, and it takes on a dark blue hue with light blue wisps flowing through it.

Then I start turning all kinetic energy into thermal and fill ten or so mana javelins that float over me with that thermal energy. The pale blue projectiles start glowing with a dark yellow color that seems like cracks go through them.

I decide that first, I will test my new passive that heals me the more heat I have, and I would try to improve my flames.

When I charge toward them, the ants do not attack; they just wait. But the moment I step on one of the mountains, they charge at me. Not all at once, but in smaller groups. Smart monsters know that there isn’t enough space for all of them.

The first ant dies the moment my javelin pierces through its head, and it then explodes into flames near another ant, hurting it badly.

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - Level 95]

Flame explodes in front of me like a flamethrower, scorching and melting another ant.

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - Level 92]

Two more attack from behind my back, and two javelins kill them. One of the javelins kills another ant in the explosion.

In quick succession, I use the javelins to target more ants, mainly flying ones. Before shooting them, I fill them with more thermal energy so that when they explode, they kill more ants.

Ant monsters are big and quick; there are a lot of them, but it’s not a problem. I continue to move quicker than they are able to, and when they get closer, my flames melt them, making them flail on the ground. I kill the ones using ranged attacks with mana projectiles.

The ants are not as dangerous. Sure, they have high stats most likely, and they are quite massive, but their biggest advantage is their numbers and amazing coordination. It’s like someone is leading them, or they are communicating in a way I can’t notice.

After killing most likely a hundred of them, I get the notification and also shards.

A new quest appears:

Side quest: Defeat 200 ants.

Reward: 10 shards

A few more ants later, another notification pops up.

[Level 125 > Level 126]

Good, so now then. Let’s see if I can get to Level 150 quickly and upgrade my Primary Class finally.

I feel gravity pulling on me much harder as I fly over the mountains. The new kind of ants that I meet prove themselves to be quite annoying.

They’re smaller than Ant Warriors but the same shade of red. Their heads are a bit bigger, and they love to use some kind of gravity skill to make me heavier. In the notification, they are called Gravity Ants.

Yup, the system doesn’t bother to come up with a cooler name for them.

But this time, there are too many of them; probably a few tens of gravity ants are able to target my body, and I come crashing down. My strengthened body doesn’t take any damage, and the armor also helps, but the moment I stand up, I feel intense pressure pulling me back to the ground.

A new variation appears: Stone Ants. They just crawl from the ground. There are no tunnels; they just phase through the earth like it’s not there.

I try to move, but the pressure intensifies even more, and I feel myself crashing down.

Stone Ants quickly reach me, and a few dozen of them surround me, biting on my armor, which resists them, and I take no damage. Yet they continue, and stronger and stronger ants start appearing, some of them even reaching close to Level 140.

Cracks start to appear on my armor, and soon, I feel the bites on my skin. Yet I’m durable. The mana, my constructs, make my body even stronger than the armor that I made, and there is barely any damage; only sometimes do they draw some blood.

So I lower my defenses a bit and keep collecting kinetic energy inside my body.

Wounds collect, and more blood is drawn. Deep cuts and bites appear on my limbs, on my neck as they try to bite off my head, and more and more ants surround us. A hundred, two hundred. They create a circle and wait for their opportunity while Gravity Ants hold me.

My blood seems to excite them even more, and the ones that draw blood twitch their antennae excitedly. The monsters communicate soundlessly between themselves.

Soon it reaches the point that I’m sure my body is impossible to see through all these ants, so I flip the imaginary switch. All the kinetic energy that I was collecting immediately turns into thermal, and brilliant golden flames explode into the area like a giant wave, melting every monster in their way.

Dozens, hundreds of notifications ring quickly after each other, and all but a few ants around me fall down dead. I boost my body and use [Resonance] to get rid of the annoying gravity skill’s effects on me.

I slowly walk out of the area where the stones on the ground are melted, looking more like lava. There are hundreds of monstrous bodies around me. The area of effect is massive, and I feel a huge chunk of my mana disappear.

And in all of this, my injuries heal quickly. The blood stops flowing, cracked bones set, and wounds close with speed visible to the naked eye. The effect is not as good as Lily’s, but over time, my newest passive heals my battered body.

I quickly locate the annoying Gravity Ants and rush at them. My sword slashes through them easily, even without me having to use my skills. It’s that epic weapon whose connection to the Saint of the third floor I cut with my black mana dagger.

When I’m done with the entire group, I am ten shards richer and one level higher. A new side quest appears, this time with the goal of killing three hundred ants for fifteen shards.

I reduce the amount of mana my body leaks with the help of my Mantle and my control over it. To make it leak even less, I do Mana Circulation, and it continues to move mana through my circuits.

With such a reduced signature, I try hiding a bit to delve deeper into the mountains.

A day or two passes, and even though I have fun hunting ants, I decide to check the Community.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Yes, there are people in the city and something else… I would like to tell you, but Kim, Aaron, and Dennis keep telling me to keep it a secret to surprise you.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - You are making me curious.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - It won’t hurt you; you will see. Anyway, the city is full of tall towers, and the situation here is…complicated. There were some problems, but now it’s somewhat safe, and we are already looking for a place to sell some of the valuables the boys brought from the third floor.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Nathaniel, Biscuit misses you; you should come here as soon as possible.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Who is Nathaniel?

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Oh…but Tess used our real names too!

Sset (Hell, group 4) - No, Noname is right. We should avoid using our real names. Right now, we are probably the only ones on the 4th floor, but some of them will surely clear it. I made a mistake.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Well, it probably doesn’t matter anyway, but just in case. So you plan to set up the base and then go on quests outside of the city?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Yes, the system gave us plenty of quests, and some of them even offered shards as rewards. There are a lot of monsters in the underground tunnels, plains nearby, or in the forest that’s a bit further. So we will level up as well.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Sounds good. I will connect again at the time we mentioned.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Stay safe.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Stay safe! (•◡•) /

I close the window and look toward one of the holes that is deeper than Mount Everest and a continuous stream of ants that continues to climb out of it. This time, most of them are either two-question-marks or close to it, meaning that hundreds of around Level 150 ants crawl around, probably looking for me.

I open my mouth, and two orbs fly out, orbs made of tricolored mana that already start turning white and are about to explode.

Some of the ants notice that, and tens of monsters turn to me with their lifeless-looking eyes as I sling two orbs toward them, feeling around half of my mana leaving my body.

A big group of a new variation does something that feels like combining their skills and targets one of the orbs, which gets slowly untangled by them and dissipates even before reaching them, just exploding halfway.

The second orb reaches them and hits something like a mana barrier that is kept up by another group of ants. Even though they try to stop it, the orb explodes and tears apart the barrier, and the shockwave followed by heat hits the monsters, scorching plenty of them and then sucking in more of them.

The bus-sized monsters are unable to resist the implosion, and their bodies get broken, folded, and pulled toward where the center of the orb is.

[Level 129 > Level 130]

I invest the stat points and use kinetic energy to push myself away from them, then continue to fly for around twenty minutes until I am sure I am far enough.

Then I start masking my presence again, hiding in the ever-present gaps on the side of the anthills.

I watch my mana regenerate, and slowly, I start creating another orb inside my mouth, an orb that I hide with Mantle and [Resonance]. It’s easier to hide a small orb than to hide mana that would flow through my body. This time, I start storing thermal energy inside of it and watch as their scouts continue to fly around. I even feel pulses of mana searching the area.

More time passes like that, and when I am finally ready, I leave my hiding spot.

Then I feel movement and immediately use Symbiotic Transference to turn some of that thermal energy inside the orb into strengthening my body. Just in time to stop myself from being bitten in half.

I look down at the ant that is reaching my waist, and its massive mandibles bite into my body, drawing blood but unable to push more because of my strengthening.

[Phantom Ant - Level ??]

The ant seems to be almost surprised and quickly lets go, and its body flickers, the monster turning invisible.

Oh, I see, my favorite kind of monster.

Before the ant disappears fully, I blow its head off with a short burst of concentrated thermal energy and send my senses into the area, looking for similar signatures I felt from the ant when it tried to turn invisible.

Immediately, I locate a few dozen of them all around me.


CHAPTER 83
FLAMES



Before they get to react, the orb filled to the brim with thermal energy leaves my mouth and floats near me. Then I start releasing short bursts of concentrated flames from it instead of exploding it at once.

The already darkening area lights up with the yellowish glow of my flames, and monster after monster is set ablaze and killed immediately.

Entering deeper [Focus], I methodically change my position and continue to search for and attack the invisible ants that are all around me. As with most of the monsters with skills that allow them to hide, they are fast but physically weaker. Every time they try to get closer, they just get burned by a blast of flames.

I continue to jump, dodge, and improve my hold over the orb that floats nearby. It’s still so filled with an immense amount of heat, and I only use a little bit to kill the Phantom Ants. I do not stop until they are all dead.

All twenty-six of them.

I even spent some time obliterating their bodies using kinetic energy.

Then I feel a touch of Gravity Ants and just resonate mana on my skin, removing the effect of their skill from me over and over again, no matter how hard they try or how many of them do so.

I lift off and start flying around while feeding my heart with more mana and keep converting kinetic into thermal energy.

Yellow flames continuously explode from me. Sometimes as a flamethrower, sometimes like a short blast of heat. In other cases, mixed into my mana projectiles and shot over long distances.

Then, just before finishing the side quest requiring me to kill three hundred ants, the strongest one so far appears, one with immense mana that reaches out toward me and tries to dissipate my flames and the orb still floating near me.

For a moment, our mana clashes, and I push against him with my [Resonance] and stop him from doing that. Immediately after, I shoot projectiles at him. A javelin that I fill with thermal energy that the monster dissipates before it reaches him.

Another javelin appears, this time filled with kinetic energy; the ant dissipates it as well.

[Mana Harvester Ant - Level ??]

I start releasing heat all around my body, burning the ants that get closer to me, and dash at this one. Yellowish flames light up the side of the mountain and throw flickering flames all around us while I continue to focus on the monster in front of me.

I study him, watch the way the monster moves its mana, and when it tries to dissipate my flames again, I reach out, and this time, my mana resonates. The monster loses control over his skill.

It’s just a short moment, but it’s enough for a blast of now more concentrated golden flames to blow off his head.

[You have defeated a Mana Harvester Ant - Level 158]

The moment the monster dies, even more replace him. With more ants of the same variation, all of them reach out to cancel my skills.

My Mantle totally blocks their attempts to mess with the mana inside my body, but my flames weaken, and I feel my heart thump loudly.

I slip deeper into [Focus] and lower a bit of its hold over my emotions and feel myself getting fired up as more and more monsters surround me. Only the sound of their chitin-like legs hitting the rocky surface of the mountains fills the area.

Then all the sounds disappear, and the world loses even more of its colors, and mana starts shining even brighter.

I throw myself right against them while releasing all the heat stored inside of the orb in a brilliant explosion of golden flames that lick the entire side of the mountain, melting the stone and killing dozens of the monsters.

I don’t even bother hiding and just sit at the top of one of the mountains and wait for ants to group up before they push me again.

This situation reminds me of Beyond a bit, yet it doesn’t feel that dangerous. Ants’ biggest advantage is numbers, and individually, they aren’t that strong, even with levels well into the hundreds. Sure, they have big bodies and are most likely really durable, but I counter them pretty well.

I am faster than them, my skills do more damage, and their skills don’t affect me as I can disrupt them. And my mana pool is massive.

Fighting for a few hours, I appreciate the first stage of Mana Amplification more and more. I already had a high amount of mana, and doubling it still feels like cheating. Every time I invest stat points into mana, it’s as if I leveled up twice and got six stats in the attribute instead of three.

So yeah, the ants are weak against me, and if they don’t pull out some stronger, named ants, I will continue to farm them for levels.

Sensing another Phantom Ant sneaking up on me, I let him get closer, and when he nearly reaches me, a yellow flame sets him ablaze and a push with kinetic energy sends him rolling down the mountain while burning.

Who told you to be so flammable, you dumbass?

Finally, the ants seem to be ready as they start climbing up the mountain at the same time as the flying ones join the attack.

Hundreds of giant ants silently start their attack.

First, I blow off the side of the mountain, and the first wave gets hit by the landslide and avalanche. Then dozens of projectiles boosted with kinetic energy pierce the most annoying variations.

And when more of the melee attack ants attack me, [Redistribution] envelops them and affects dozens of the monsters, slowing their movements slightly. There are too many of them, and their stats are too high to do more, but even that is enough.

I grab that energy; I change it, and the golden flames light up the night again.

I have noticed it before, but the closer to Level 40 my skills are, the harder they are to level up. Obviously, the higher the level of the skill, the harder it is to level it up, so it makes sense. It’s nothing unexpected, but it’s nothing I am happy with.

The being in the Beyond warned me not to get my skill to Level 99, so maybe something special will happen then? As for that being, what levels are its skills? Ninety-nine, the level it warned me about, or does it not rely on something like that? Or is the level much higher?

As always, the system won’t tell me anything about it, so I just have to wait and find out on my own, and I will do just that. I was warned not to get any skill to Level 99, and it sounded to me that having even one skill close to that level is a really big achievement.

So, obviously, my goal is to get multiple skills to that level! I won’t let some creepy, stalker-like presence hold me back!

But step after step, I need to reach Level 150 and upgrade my Primary class; then I will return to the others and learn a bit more about this floor. They should be able to collect some useful information.

I look down at the monsters that slowly surround the area around the mountain I sit on. They just stand there, motionless, and stare at me.

The monsters are waiting for something or someone.

I breathe in the cold air around me and continue to fill the orb hovering near me with more and more thermal energy. It’s easier to squash a lot of energy inside of it, unlike my body. Also, in case I lose control, I can just throw the orb away, unlike the energy I would be collecting inside of my body.

Snow continues to fall slowly; when it gets close to me, it melts and evaporates. A bit of the area around me is without any snow on it, and it gets bigger and bigger the more thermal energy I fill into the orb.

I found out it works better than kinetic energy or just compressing mana into tricolored mana. The ants seem to have lower defenses against fire, and even their mage-like variations defend against it much worse than against mana-based attacks.

That’s why I continue to jump around like some pyromaniac with a flamethrower. Once again, I am thankful for the sacrifice of all the monsters that die so I can learn to convert kinetic energy into thermal energy.

Slightly bored by waiting, I start examining my own feelings as well. Now that I am away from other members of our group, I can think properly, and there is some sense of freedom as well.

Yet part of my mind already misses that silly doggo, reliable Tess, extremely bullyable Lily, nosy Isabella, and even the cheeky boys. Heck, even Hadwin and Maya have kind of grown on me. I can’t even pretend anymore that I don’t care about them.

It’s not like I see them as friends; that much old silly me still doesn’t want to accept, but I think there are already some seeds of that.

When did it happen? When did I open up enough for them to find a way to me?

Dangerous. People from the Hell Difficulty are dangerous.

I already decided to give it a chance, so that’s what I will do. But knowing Tess and seeing her and Lily’s attempts to improve my image, I already know it might happen sooner rather than later.

Finally, the monsters start moving, creating a pathway between their bodies. A new variation of the ant uses this pathway to move closer. It walks slowly, almost as if bearing some dignity, and the other ants, silently and without moving at all, watch it pass.

The new ant stops, and then blue flames start to flicker all over its red carapace.

[Flame Legion Ant - Level ??]

Right after, another ant crawls to its side.

[Flame Legion Ant - Level ??]

And another. Soon, ten of them stand down there, blue fire burning around them. Their lifeless eyes seem to be looking right at me and the orb next to me as their antennae continue to move in sync.

An orb appears in front of the group of ten Flame Legion ants, and flames from all of the ants start feeding it in a similar way I do to my orb.

The flame orb swells to the size of a beach ball as more and more of their fire enters it. It starts to illuminate the night with soft and flickering blue light that throws creepy shadows on the ground and lights up the hundreds of ants down there. The way they just stand there without moving at all is somewhat creepy. Like they are bus-sized statues made by some crazy artist. Extremely detailed and even creepier because of that.

The Flame Legion ants continue to only move their antennae and feed the orb.

I do the same, compressing all the thermal energy that I feed it. It’s smaller than theirs, much smaller, maybe the size of a baseball, and it shrinks even more and gradually changes color from dark yellow to brilliant golden.

Come, show me what you can do.

As if hearing my thoughts, the ants do just that, and their orb flies high into the air. It then expands to the size of a smaller house, lighting up the entire side of the mountain in bright blue light, like a small sun. The air becomes dry. The snow melts, and the water from it instantly evaporates.

Then the giant orb flies at me, and as it passes through the air, it elongates and changes from a round, globe-like shape to a more elliptical one. The front of the orb takes on a darker shade of blue, and its tail becomes much paler.

And I neither dodge nor fly away, even though I easily could.

In the same way the ants attacked me, I shoot my golden orb at them, much smaller in comparison to theirs, and then I [Focus] and reach out toward theirs.


CHAPTER 84
NIGHT INTO DAY



There is no hesitation as my mana swirls through my body and powers up the skills I need to use. It moves with all the confidence I feel and is fed to the skill that transforms it and reaches out from my body toward the fireball flying at me.

The giant ball of flames pauses in the air and returns to its round shape. I push more; my mana resonates as I take over the flames with my usage of [Redistribution] and [Resonance].

How hard can it be to deal with a few monsters that are around Level 160, from what I can feel? How can they compare to Cinderbear from Beyond and his control over the heat his body generated?

At the same moment as I take over the blue fireball, my golden orb explodes down there as ten Flame Legion Ants try to take it over. Their mana moves and tries to weaken it; they try to absorb the orb and dissipate it.

Nothing works, and just a moment before reaching them, the orb expands and blazes up into an explosion of bright golden flames that devour everything.

A golden light turns the night into day for just a short moment, and then heat follows. Snow immediately turns into vapor without turning into water first. The ground cracks under immense heat and turns into something that reminds me of lava.

The heat immediately evaporates the closest ants, dozens of them, and the ones further away are set ablaze.

I absorb the heat that reaches me and recycle it, feeding it to the blue fireball I took over. It expands and threatens to explode, but I take control of it and force it under my will.

[Resonance] breaks through the bottleneck and finally reaches Level 20 at the same moment as I make the fireball smaller. And smaller. The color is still blue, affected by the mana of the ants, but now there are streaks of gold going through it; it’s now as big as an orange.

The attack continues, and the surviving ants climb up the mountain, still, hundreds of them left. The monsters are not scared, not hesitating as they throw their bodies against me at the top of the mountain.

Streams of blue flame with golden streaks blaze into the night, continuing to burn all the ants that get too close. The amount of heat the orb packs is incredible, so I continuously funnel it and shoot it out in a stream that devours and sets ablaze any monster that gets too close, constantly sending flashes of light into the area.

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - Level 95]

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - Level 97]

[You have defeated a Gravity Ant - Level 135]

[You have defeated a Phantom Ant - Level 145]

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - Level 95]

[You have defeated an Ant Warrior - Level 101]

[You have defeated a Phantom Ant - Level 148]

…

Notifications continue to ring, and I only pause to invest all the stat points I am getting from level-ups. It takes what feels like a long time, but the last ant finally dies, and I stop my flames, which I had to feed with my own energy as I depleted the ones from Flame Legion Ants.

The air continues to shimmer, still hot from all the heat that was released. The air is hard to breathe. My throat is parched, and I can feel how dry the air and my skin are.

I reach out and pull as much residual heat as I can and start creating a new orb while checking notifications.

[Level 132 > Level 135]

The side quest updated again.

Side quest: Defeat 800 ants.

The amount of shards I am getting seems like it shouldn’t be so “easy” to get. Sure the system won’t nerf it? Anyway, I quite lucked out with my opponents, didn’t I? But yeah, who told them to be so flammable and weak for their level? Well, at least to me, they are weak. Something tells me that other people might have a bit more trouble with them.

But the plan is simple: get as much as I can out of this before things turn to shit. Knowing the system, something will mess up fairly soon, and I will have to make some changes. The system just hates me having some fun. Maybe I will lose my left arm again; maybe some deer ant will pop up, or some were-ant monster. I wouldn’t be surprised at all.

My mana encompasses the area as far as I can, and this time, I detect only a single ant. A smaller variant I didn’t see up until now. That ant stands at the top of the mountain quite a distance away from me, and when I move closer, the ant activates some skill and disappears to the edge of my detection range, watching me.

Looks like they have swapped tactics after Flame Legion Ants did nothing against the attack they saw me use the most—my flames.

I try shooting a javelin at the scouting ant, but the monster disappears the moment I do so and once again watches me from the edge of my [Perception]. It’s too far, so I can’t see what class or level it is, but from seeing how it keeps a distance, it’s sure to be at least a bit over Level 150.

Okay, let’s collect more thermal energy before another wave comes at me; the little scout can watch.

As before, I find one of the taller mountains and sit on top of it. I use Mana Regulator and allow more of my mana to flow into my Kinetic Mana Heart and then transfer all energy it generates into thermal energy.

It doesn’t take that long, and two more ants appear on the edge of my [Perception] and continue to watch me.

After a few more minutes, the ants just looking at me gets annoying.

Okay, I will fuck you up.

I stand up and prepare to throw myself at them when something hits me. A skill.

A moment later, mana washes over me, and the orb I was compressing until now gets out of my control.

Uh oh.

The orb explodes, and a blast of dark yellow flames fire up against me. The entire amount I was collecting up until now gets expelled at once, and I slip into [Focus]. Knowing that my [Redistribution] won’t be able to handle all of this heat at once, I activate [Resonance] instead.

Space itself shimmers around me as I resonate and weaken and cancel all the heat that is expanding from the exploding orb near me. I am able to reduce the impact by a lot, yet I still feel burns covering the entirety of my body as I am thrown away from the explosion.

My body crashes on the ground and continues to roll down the mountain until I absorb the kinetic energy of my fall and immediately create armor around my body. Just in time, as the ground under me bulges and two heads of ants bigger than before bite at me.

One of the ants bites its mandibles around me, and the armor around my body cracks and barely holds on before I send a pulse of resonating mana along the blade of the sword I pull out and cut off the mandible.

I do not stay on the ground and instead push myself high into the air.

But they have expected that.

There is already something like a web encompassing the huge area around me. The mana it contains isn’t that large as they created it quickly, but there are multiple layers to it, and it seems to have disrupting tendencies.

I shoot flames against it, but the moment I do so, another wave of mana washes over me, and the flames that left my body get out of my control and just die off in the air.

Quickly, I detect the monster that did that, and instead of flying up, I change direction and push myself toward that monster. But even that seems to be somewhat expected, and two ants step into my way.

The ants are of a similar size to the others, yet their bodies are covered in weird symbols that radiate mana and glow in a white color.

The moment I get close, these ants charge at me, and their carapaces easily deflect my mana projectiles, their mandibles filling with mana, and with an effect similar to my [Armament], they elongate and double up in size. Their large mandibles are made of mana, and I know that, even without checking, they’re immensely sharp.

I reduce the amount of thermal energy inside me that I kept high to heal myself, and instead, I turn it back to its original form. A thin cone of kinetic energy hits one of the ants and explodes half of its head.

The monster staggers backward. White, glowing symbols on its body start to glow even more, and its head starts regenerating until it’s fully healed. Right after, some of the symbols on the ant disappear.

Interesting.

I dodge the attacks much faster than those of the other ants and continue throwing kinetic energy at them. This energy is not canceled, unlike thermal energy.

Both ants that have carapaces covered in white, glowing symbols attack me in tandem and continue to block each other. When I explode one of the ants’ legs, the other one pushes me hard until the other one regenerates them.

They quickly learn to expect attacks with kinetic energy, and every time I move my sword, they jump back and wait for the right chance, almost as if they feel the resonating mana that coats the blade.

Their physical stats are really high, so it’s hard to absorb the movement of their bodies.

Soon, they find a chance, and I get thrown away by one of them; the second one uses the opportunity and jumps at me with mana-filled mandibles wide open, while the other one circles as if to attack my back.

My mana resonates, and the mandibles dissipate to the ant’s shock, and its normal mandibles snap at me.

More mana flows into my sword, and I slash it against the ant’s face, which gets split in half. The symbols start glowing, and [Resonance] halts the skill long enough for my kinetic energy to explode half of the ant’s body.

The ant’s body falls down, and the symbols flicker one more time before the ant dies.

[You have defeated an Ant Sentinel - Level 181]

Without hesitation, I turn around, and this time, I do not hold back. I’ve seen everything I wanted and have an idea of how their skills work. Mana resonates in the area while two large mana arms reach out from my back and grab the remaining ant. It’s easier now that the ant’s symbols have lost some of their glow under the influence of my disrupting mana.

A following blast of kinetic energy finishes the monster.

[You have defeated an Ant Sentinel - Level 178]

[Level 135 > Level 136]

Having dealt with the duo, I boost my body and continue to run toward the place where the ant that keeps messing with my flames is.

The net over my head continues to strengthen more and more, and the spacing in between is finer. The net covers a massive area, and I see hundreds of ants that enter the edge of my perceiving scans and continue to feed it. They all work together, and only a few ants maintain the skills while others feed them their mana. Something that all ants share allows them to work together in such a way.

Just as I reach the annoying ant, another ant phases out of the ground; it nearly looks like its body moves through the material like earth. That ant touches the one that messes with my thermal energy, and both of them sink into the ground, their mana signature disappearing.

Then a giant net around me sets down, and a pulse of mana is sent through the area.


CHAPTER 85
JUST FOUR MORE LEVELS



Did I just get caught in the net or cage-like thing by a bunch of ants? It sure looks like it.

Still, I’m not that worried, as the ants seem to be able to pass through that net easily. At some point, the net turns into something like a mana barrier that seems to allow only them to go in and out.

Right behind the barrier, I see the ants grouping up.

When I shoot a mana projectile at the barrier, it doesn’t even dent it. Instead, a pulse of mana is sent through the barrier at the point of impact. It looks as if I threw a stone into water, with ripples going through.

The same thing happens to projectiles filled with kinetic energy and thermal energy. They just crash, explode, create ripples, and that’s it. Ants behind it continue to feed it more and more mana, and it continues to shrink as well as become denser.

When I step closer to it and shoot disrupting mana at it, the ripples become much bigger than before, as the barrier itself or the ants behind it detect an attempt to cancel it and fight against it by strengthening and reforming it at the point where the disruptive skill hit it.

I also detect that the barrier goes deep into the ground.

For the next few minutes, I continue to throw attack after attack on it, even hurling a javelin filled with tricolored mana or striking against it with the epic sword I took from the third floor. None of the attacks do that much damage, yet I continue doing so while observing it.

It’s quite fascinating to watch dozens of ants with different mana signatures combine their mana to feed the barrier and maintain it. They must have a skill similar to what the twins have—Dennis and Aaron. Something like [Connection] that allows them to work together. Or it could be a trait that all of the ants have? Or maybe something entirely different.

Fascinating, so fascinating!

The barrier as well. I have created some barriers of my own before, but this one is different. It’s much bigger and, unlike mine, which are as hard as steel and break when the attack is too strong, this one moves a bit. Ripples are sent through it as it absorbs some of the attacks, and the mana from other parts of the barrier rushes to the point of impact to strengthen it.

I then pause and check the amount of kinetic energy I’ve collected inside my body. It’s a lot. That much should be enough.

Taking a few steps, I reach the barrier and activate [Resonance]. The mana flickers and pulsates on top of my skin; it resonates all around me. I already know the frequency of the barrier, so I mirror it. I take another step and pass through the barrier as if it’s not there.

The ants that up until now continued to flicker their antennae and communicate while strengthening the barrier come to a stop. The bus-sized monsters almost seem to be embarrassed.

Then the collected kinetic energy explodes from my body, and the fight continues.

LILY CHEN

“So then Grumpy brought a dead mouse to my bed. I still don’t know from where since we live in an apartment building and there shouldn’t be any, right? And I only wanted him to try on the clothes I bought for him once.”

“Lily, your cat is based,” Dennis says.

“Right? What a chad. Grumpy sounds cool,” Aaron chimes in.

As many times before, the twins start to tease me. They do it even more now that Nathaniel isn’t here.

“Tess, I am so bored,” I complain to the blond girl who sits in the corner of the room, going through multiple papers with Hadwin and Sophie.

“The easiest solution to that would be to finish regenerating your arm, and when you’re fully healed, we will take you out to hunt.” Tess turns to me and winks while smiling. Then she turns back to Hadwin. “I think this quest would be good for you. These kinds of monsters seem to be mostly melee range attackers and…”

She continues, but I already turn back to the twins.

Aaron and Dennis are silent, but as always, they must be communicating through the connection they share.

The house we are in is pretty, very pretty. It’s on top of a hill with a view of nearly the entire city, which is full of tall towers and trees. Kim said it was expensive as heck, costing them a big chunk of the valuables they stole from the third floor. But he mentioned that our home base should be comfortable since we don’t know how long we will stay here.

“Do you think Nathaniel will be mad if he finds out we sold the epic bracelet he left with us?” When I ask that, the twins immediately go silent, and even Kim, who sits near them, looks uncomfortable.

It’s so funny that I giggle.

“Shut it, Lily! You’re also staying in the house we bought with the money we got for it!” Even though Dennis says that, I see he’s still nervous.

“Nat always says it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission,” Kim adds.

“Kim, buddy, that’s nice and all, but as you might have noticed, Nat can be really…” Dennis pauses and looks around. When he sees Biscuit, he stops.

“Heh, Dennis, are you worried that Biscuit will tell on you to Nathaniel?” I just can’t help but add in.

Nathaniel always treats me so nicely, so it’s fun to see the two cheeky twins be so worried about his petty acts of revenge. I know that Nathaniel doesn’t see me the way I would like him to, but that’s fine! I will grow! And I am patient, really patient.

For now, I will enjoy him treating me like a cute little sister.

“Lily, you should be much more scared of this corgi; you guys have no idea how terrifying he is!” This time, it’s Aaron saying that, and all of us look toward where Biscuit is, held in little Izzy’s arms, who even put a scarf around his neck. Now that Nathaniel isn’t here, poor Biscuit is constantly targeted by the girl.

(Asshole. Gone,) Biscuit sends to everyone in the room. And it almost seems like he is complaining about Nat being gone and having to deal with Izzy.

Kim starts laughing out loud, and even Maya giggles a bit, along with Hadwin.

Only the twins are silent. “They are so screwed if Nathaniel finds out,” one of them says, and the other one just nods solemnly.

That’s when someone knocks on the door, and Kim opens it to a nicely dressed man who bows to him. I notice that this somewhat makes Kim happy, but he also blushes slightly and tries to act with dignity.

“Here is a list of available quests, monster information, maps, a list of powerful people in the city, and all the other things you asked for.” The bag he hands to Kim seems to be filled to the brim with papers with information, and Kim nods.

He then takes out a mana stone from the pouch he has on his belt and hands it to the man. It makes the man’s eyes shine. We have paid upfront, so this tip seems to make him happy and probably is worth a lot.

“Me too!” Izzy lets go of Biscuit and runs on her short legs toward Sophie, reaching out her hand.

To that, Sophie smiles. As many times before, I’m amazed by the change the big, loving smile does to her face. She absentmindedly grabs a mana stone from her pouch and hands it to Izzy.

It’s one of the more valuable ones.

Izzy immediately runs to the man and hands him the stone, which he carefully takes with his eyes wide open. He then quickly leaves, as if worried we will ask for it back.

“Sophie, that stone was most likely as much as his yearly wage.” Tess sighs from behind the table.

But Sophie ignores it and seems to enjoy the thankful hug Isabella gives her before the little girl goes back to Biscuit.

The quest for killing eight hundred ants was completed, and then the one for killing nine hundred as well. Expecting a new one for killing one thousand of them, I open the notifications, and there is nothing.

I knew it.

System, you asshole! Stop holding me back! You can’t ruin my farm spot just out of nowhere!

As always, there is no answer.

Damn, I bet one day I will keep throwing some nonsense like that at the system, and it will actually answer just to troll me.

Killing ants is a sure boring job, but someone has to do it, so why not me, the selfless paragon of justice, Nathaniel Gwyn?

Ignore my Subclass that says Initiate of Pride.

Anyway, the rewards are quite chunky, ten levels, meaning thirty stats into mana, meaning another thirty from stage one of mana attribute upgrade. It still feels like cheating, but I will take what I can!

“Status,” I say.

Name: Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty: Hell

Floor: 4 - Waning Realm

Time left until forced return: 4y 218d 21h 32m 46s

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

Level 146

Strength: 51

Dexterity: 49

Constitution: 127

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 480 + 480

Primary Class: Mana Channeler

Subclass: [Initiate of Pride]

Active skills:

Focus (Dual Focus Consolidation) - Level 36

Mana Manipulation (Advanced Mana Manipulation) - Level 39

Perception - Level 34

Redistribution (Symbiotic Transference) - Level 37

Armament - Level 35

Mana Surge - Level 24

Mana Infusion - Level 28

Resonance - Level 22

Constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Passive skills:

Mana Flow (rare)

Cerebral Harmony (rare)

Mana-Fortified Resilience (rare)

Pyrokinetic Resurgence (rare)

Tokens:

Beyond Difficulty entrance token

Shards: 2125

In the past few days, I’ve barely slept, only for a few minutes here and there. The food and water I took with me are already gone, and my clothes are in tatters.

But the rewards are nice!

It’s to the point where my mana starts to pressure me once more. Mana Cycling, which I continue to do, helps a lot, but my rare passives that help me handle it seem to be getting pushed to their limits.

So it’s either time for another round of Active Tempering, upgrading my constructs, creating another one, or somehow making enough shards to get an epic passive skill that will deal with my mana.

But I will wait for that. Maybe a new Primary class will offer me something that will deal with that. That would allow me to spend my shards on something better, something that would give me more mana! Or maybe a stronger passive healing skill. The current one, Pyrokinetic Resurgence, is really good; for me, transferring kinetic energy to thermal works really well.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t restore limbs. During one of the fights, I lost a small piece of my finger, and the passive doesn’t want to restore it. I guess that’s just the limitation of its grade, which is rare.

As for the others, we keep exchanging messages, and they seem to be doing well. They even set up a base and are collecting information. Tess and Hadwin are truly reliable.

They’ve already started going on what they call quests after collecting information and picking the right opponent for each of them. It allows them to hunt quickly and safely, while sometimes they spice things up a bit and throw each other against a much stronger enemy to stay in shape.

Sure, there are some wounds, missing limbs, but in the same way as me; they know that they need to push hard in order to not fall behind.

Another thing is that Savant entered the fourth floor a day ago and no one else. In the Community, I checked the numbers, and it looks like Hell Difficulty lost five more people. Hard lost around ten. Normal lost twenty-five and Easy around fifteen people.

Easy Difficulty 1335/2000

Normal Difficulty 855/1000

Hard Difficulty 265/500

Hell Difficulty 45/250

Beyond 3/10

Beyond still has only three people.

After feeling movement near me, I come back to reality, and a pulse of my kinetic energy kills the ant that was sneaking up on me. Damn, they are getting closer and closer. Are they improving to dodge my detection, or is my lack of sleep after a few days out here showing?

Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll be done soon.

I take one more step and look down one of the giant holes that are everywhere and that ants use to get to the surface. Holes that are deeper than the tallest mountain on Earth.

Over the palm of my hand, a mana orb hovers. Three colors swirl inside of it, a tricolored mana, but this time, I changed the composition a bit. Instead of it being all mana, it is two parts mana and one-third thermal energy.

This is going to be fun.

It took a bit of testing in the past few days, but now I’m sure I did everything correctly and the ball won’t explode too soon. Without waiting longer, I drop it, and the shining orb, which is as big as an orange, starts falling down the hole as dark blue and blue mana, and yellow thermal energy swirl inside of it. I give it one more push with kinetic energy, and it speeds up.

I spent a day or two creating the orb and filling it with my mana to the point where I barely have ten percent of my mana left.

I immediately lift off and start running away. This will either get me the four more levels I need, wake up some ancient monster, and get the entire ant colony after me, or do nothing.

Whatever happens, I’m done here. Even if I don’t get any levels, I’ll get some sleep and continue in a day or two.

A few minutes later, the first notification sounds. The notification about killing an ant.

Then another.

Another dozen of them.

Level up.

More notifications.

Even more notifications.

Another level up.

Minutes continue to pass, and notifications still ring in my head.

Fear starts constricting my chest. The bomb seems to have caused some unexpected chain reaction that made it more deadly, and notifications continue to ring and ring to the point where cold sweat starts flowing down my back. I speed up to move at the maximum speed I am capable of.

Yet the sound of notifications continues to follow me, with longer pauses in between. They continue even after I leave the mountain range.

It takes longer than I would like, and when they finally stop, after what feels like hours, I’m almost scared to check my level.

[Level 146 > Level 159]

Well, fuck. I just wanted four levels.

Okay, the mountain range is a no-entry zone for at least a few weeks.


CHAPTER 86
IT’S FINE



So, after investing stats from all the level-ups, my mana is well over a thousand. That means no more leveling for a while. I grew way too quickly, and I need to get used to it. My own pride won’t allow me to have all that mana and not be used to it or not be able to handle it. In the same way, people from Hard Difficulty are to my standard terrible at handling their skills and stats.

After getting to the others, I will spend some time training, testing, and all that good stuff. My current level is high enough for me to have some time to scam the system and improve my base.

And let’s quickly forget what just happened. Surely nothing wrong will come of it.

It’s fine. Totally fine.

Oh boy.

I force myself not to look at Primary Class options. That’s something I will do after a shower and nice sleep, and booping Biscuit’s nose a few hundred times. I haven’t seen him for a few days, so the debt has increased quite a bit.

Letting myself land on the ground, I slow down, and while walking, I continue to observe the mountain range behind me. There are no ants defending it and staring at me, which makes me even more nervous. Plus, even now, I get a notification once in a while. Most of them are for ants much lower than Level 100, and the notification sounds only once every few dozen minutes.

OH BOY.

It’s FINE.

I start running, only using my stats, and let my mana regenerate. Even though I am nervous, I start enjoying the speed I am running at. My physical stats, passively boosted by my constructs that take a big chunk of my mana, are quite high, and I run at speeds that would make me faster than some cars back on Earth.

And I am not getting tired at all.

Enamored by it, I boost my body slightly, and my legs start cracking the ground under my feet as I continue to spring myself ahead, feeling the wind in my face.

The speed I move at is slower than when I am quasi-flying, yet there is some charm to it as I feel my feet hitting the ground and continue jumping over obstacles.

My body moves like a perfectly oiled machine; somehow, this act of running makes me realize how much my body changed. It’s weird, as I am already able to create flames with my mind and mana and other amazing things. Yet I am so excited by just running quickly.

It’s hard to explain, but it’s relaxing, and I focus more on feeling my body and my muscles while increasing my speed even further until the landscape around me turns into a blur when I am not actively focusing on it.

I don’t even try to fly and just continue to run.

The city that towers in front of me is beautiful. It’s a mess, but it’s a beautiful mess. A mix of buildings of all styles, some of them ancient-looking. There are trees inside the city as tall as skyscrapers. There are towers even higher than those trees.

Colors are everywhere: the green of flora, smaller buildings with walls painted in vibrant yellow, red, blue, and multiple other colors. Towers of so many different styles. The impossibly high trees create shade and seem to have some buildings on them as well.

That’s what I can see from atop one of the hills near the city. Unlike the plains I just passed, this hill is covered by trees and vibrant green, a striking contrast to the lack of colors on the plains.

Unlike the mountain range, even the air here is warmer, and the sun feels better on my skin.

I am still a few miles away from it, and I am currently taking a short break before getting in. That’s when I sense a few presences moving closer to me, all of them feeling humanoid, and they send me something like a greeting by touching my mana.

My touch on them weakens, and I send back a similar greeting. I stop examining them to not seem too rude and then wait for them to get closer.

It doesn’t take too long for three figures to appear in front of me. Two women and one man, all of them at least two heads taller than me. Their eyes are sharp, yet they are smiling excitedly after spotting me.

“Wow, this one is especially cute!” one of the women says.

“Right? And he seems so feral!” another woman adds.

“His eyes are pretty,” the man joins in.

[Astral Archer - Level 178]

[Elemental Warden - Level 188]

[Phantom Assassin - Level 175]

Other than their height, there are a few more interesting things about them.

Cat ears poking from their heads.

A little bit sharper canines than normal for a human.

And a tail that each of them has.

Their tails flicker around excitedly like cats eyeing a new toy.

So, yup, this is something the others refused to tell me, wanting me to experience it firsthand while they laugh behind my back.

My revenge will be terrifying.

It’s as it looks. A race of cat people much taller than humans seems to rule this place. They look just like humans, though taller, and have cat ears, tails, and sharp canines.

There are humans as well that live together with them in symbiosis, and the cat people race doesn’t seem to treat them harshly or anything.

They are just weird.

“Hey, feral one, want to work with me? I promise I will pay you well,” one of the women says.

Very weird.

“Myrra! This one is mine! I saw him first,” the other woman complains while the man remains quiet and acts patiently. Yet I see his eyes looking at me a bit.

“Look, look! His expression changed a bit!” the woman called Myrra says.

“Oh, you’re right, he’s so annoyed!”

“Right? He looks so regal, yet so wild!”

“Yes, yes! And he moves so elegantly!”

What the fuck. What’s wrong with them?

Even though all of them are of a higher level than me, they are not trying to force me into anything and do not even try to touch me. They just continue to blabber while giving me offers to work for them. What that work would include, I don’t know, and I don’t even want to know.

“Feral one, tell me, do you belong to the group of people that came from the Colony’s territory some time ago?” Myrra asks.

“Yes. Did you meet them?” I ask carefully, and she reacts by swinging her tail even more excitedly. It’s quite fascinating to see it move, and she smiles when she notices me looking at her tail.

“We did. That group also had a few cute ones.” Myrra turns to the other woman. “Lysara, do you remember them?”

“Of course I do. There was this cute small black-haired girl and a tall blonde… They seemed to be quite rich.” Lysara seems to be disappointed as if someone escaped her claws.

Myrra interrupts Lysara. “Tell me, feral one, what do you like? Food? Riches? Magical items? Mana stones? I’m quite rich, so I would be able to pay you nicely.”

Myrra is the highest-leveled one out of them: a Level 188 elemental warden. Her hair is white, and her eyes are golden in color. Her ears and tail are a gray color that nicely contrasts with her long hair. A deep but healed scar passes horizontally across her nose, which is weird to see in a place where constitution should be able to heal it.

“What does working for you include?” I ask. Listening to them up until now made me quite curious.

The white-haired woman seems excited as if smelling a chance. “Nothing much, feral one! You would live in my mansion and come to me when I am bored. We could talk, and I could observe you doing whatever you like to do. I could ask you to be my attendant once in a while. You would come with me shopping and carry my things. I would require you to dress nicely and sometimes show you off to my friends. Normal stuff.”

This doesn’t sound normal at all.

Are all of them like this? “Would you mind if I ask why you would do that?” I ask carefully while cursing the others. I bet they thought putting me in this situation would be hilarious.

Once again, I promise terrifying revenge. Yet it doesn’t feel dangerous, and I also think they would have told me if it was.

“Because you’re cute!” Lysara says. “You look so feral and almost bored the entire time. The way you look around is as if everything is beneath you, even though you are just a weak human. Your differently colored eyes too.”

Oh, I see.

Myrra joins in. “And when your expression changes a bit, it’s so fun. I want to bully you until you finally show some emotion.”

Damn, it looks like this race of cat people looks at humans in a similar way humans look at cats back on Earth.

While moving back to the city, I keep asking them questions while fighting against their increasing offers to “hire me.” Myrra seems to be a boss here, and the man who barely speaks is her guard, while Lysara is her friend.

They are all of a race of cat people called lynthari. They and humans live together in the city in front of us. Everything seems peaceful, and even as lynthari are often much stronger than humans, they seem to be weird enough to treat humans somewhat nicely. Only sometimes do they take in some humans they find interesting, cute, or funny.

There seem to be some strict rules about how lynthari treat humans that I don’t know yet, and being often much stronger than humans, lynthari seem to view the human race in a similar way we look at pets. It’s not exactly the same, as humans often work alongside them and sometimes, though rarely, hold higher positions, but it’s close to that.

Lynthari are born stronger than humans and live longer. Lysara and Myrra are a few hundred years old, while humans here rarely live over one hundred fifty years; only the stronger ones live longer, and that seems rare.

Looking at the power levels, anything close to Level 200 seems to be the cream of the crop, and individuals that reach over Level 200 are few and far between, treated exceedingly well.

When we enter the city, most of the humans carefully avoid the three lynthari I travel with, and the trio barely gives them any look.

The humans on the edges of the city are almost all under Level 50, but the deeper we go, the average level increases, and more and more lynthari appear. Even their clothes seem to look more expensive. There are so many shops, auction buildings, places Myrra calls guild halls, and dueling areas. The city is bustling with life, and I can sense magic everywhere.

“Oh, so you do like magical items.” Myrra smiles, showing her sharp canines. “Feral one, if you work with me, I can give you a lot of them,” she says, her eyes glowing with a dangerous light.

It’s almost like a suspicious individual calling me to an unmarked van to get some candy.

Danger! Stranger danger! I remind myself and force myself to refuse, but I try to do it carefully to not insult her. She seems to be disappointed, but she doesn’t push it.

As they leave, she pushes a rare graded magical item into my hand—a bribe.

Before I can check it, she also gives me a small mana stone. “Use this if you change your mind, feral one.” Her ears perk up, and she smiles at me and leaves with her companions.

I finally check the item in my hand.

Brooch of the Silent Whisper (Rare)

A small, unassuming brooch that has the power to absorb sound in a localized area when activated. It’s perfect for stealth missions or for keeping conversations private.

Deep breath in.

Breathe out.

Repeat to yourself: Stranger danger.


CHAPTER 87
BLIMP



Ialready know where to look for the rest of group 4, but reaching them takes me some time. I slowly walk through the city and take in its atmosphere, making me shiver. The city is so confusing, so exciting. Everything feels so…new.

Unlike small towns with barely a few thousand people I visited on the second floor, this one is much bigger and weirder. Lynthari are moving through the streets, each of them much taller than humans and, in most cases, much higher leveled.

They don’t feel arrogant or dangerous as they stroll around and curiously take in everything, while their tails show their emotions and their ears twitch as they talk, smile, or get excited about something. But the humans still treat them carefully, extremely carefully. It’s hard to identify, but it doesn’t feel like it’s out of fear.

What I also notice is that the lynthari sometimes show interest in humans. In most cases, it’s only when the human is higher leveled, and it’s rare to see a human with a level over one hundred.

Sometimes, they also stop and buy some trinkets the merchants are selling. Usually, it is humans that are selling stuff or working there. The race of cat people seems to be stronger, more combat-oriented, or just straight-up rich. It’s no surprise as they live hundreds of years longer than humans.

And even though I am hiding my mana under the Mantle and cycling it inside my body, disrupting it into small particles before it leaks out, a few lynthari still show some interest in me. They don’t seem to notice my mana or level, as on the floors before, the natives don’t seem to have the ability to see the text over the heads of people from the tutorial.

No, the lynthari that talk to me seem to do so because of how I behave. Like Myrra before, they are attracted by the way I look around and the lack of expression on my face.

After rejecting a few offers, I start to understand that a bit.

To them, I look similar to how Grumpy, Lily’s cat, looks to her. A bad-tempered but pretty and somewhat regal-looking cat that Lily can’t help but want to get closer to. As if taking it as a challenge and trying to earn the cat’s love. Or poke and annoy the cat while enjoying her lack of reactions.

That’s me. A cat.

My eyes, one brown and the other gray, seem to interest them as well, as heterochromia seems to be rare here, even more so than it is on Earth.

Their offers annoy me, so I just act nice and even hint that I am looking for a “job” and tell them about a gift, a rare brooch from Myrra. I do it carefully, mentioning it as if in passing. But even that is enough, and they offer me gifts as well, almost forcefully pushing them into my hands to look better in front of me.

I pretend to refuse for a bit, and some of them seem to like that and give me even more stuff that I take.

It’s hard for me to do so, so I do not smile at them while thanking them. Surprisingly, they seem to like that even more.

What weirdos.

That’s how I end up with a few small pieces of jewelry, some mana stones they are using here as currency, and a few more stones with their address and something like contact info.

That makes it almost worth it, and to improve my mood, I find a nice restaurant-looking place and enter it. I ignore the people inside and use the stairs to climb onto the second floor that leads to a large wooden balcony-like terrace with a few tables and flora everywhere, even on the railing.

I take a good place for myself, and while I wait for the waiter, I look at the bustling street below me. Dozens of people pass by every few minutes, sometimes walking, sometimes using some exotic monster-like animals, and in other cases, they are in carriages pulled by six-legged monsters.

When I turn my gaze back to the balcony, I notice other visitors eyeing me, but they turn their eyes away the moment I look at them.

What? I have new clothes I spent some shards on to buy, as I lost the ones from the third floor, and I did clean myself with water I also bought. So why are you staring?

“Welcome to ‘Distant Dream,’ sir. What would you like to order?” the cheerful waiter asks. She’s a young woman with brown hair tied into a ponytail.

“I’ll leave it up to you. A little bit of food, some dessert, and something to drink. No alcohol,” I say simply, and the waitress nods, quickly leaving after giving me a short smile.

It doesn’t take long before she’s back. She brings something like a sandwich, a drink of pale blue color, and green stuff in a bowl.

“I have picked a fire salamander sandwich as the main course. The drink is lunar nectar we make on our own. The best in the city! For dessert, you have Leafy Gelato; the cook made it just this morning!” she says excitedly as she places all of this in front of me and leaves, wishing me a good meal.

All the food looks amazing, and I try not to think much about its name as I start with the sandwich. Then, before I know it, it’s gone.

What the heck?

I quickly take a sip from the lunar nectar and then eat the gelato before I know it. Then I sit there for a minute and stare into the air. I know I don’t need to eat as much as before, but this stuff is even better than the food we stole from the manor on the third floor. Is it because I earned this one and I will be paying for it?

When I finish the last drops of the drink, the waitress comes back.

She tells me the price, and I pull out one of the smallest mana stones I got from the lynthari. But even that seems to be a lot, as she asks me for patience and disappears for a while before returning with change. From that, I take a few pieces and slide them to her while thanking her.

“Thanks, Mr. Customer!” she chirps happily and bows.

Downstairs, I buy a bottle of Lunar Nectar, a pale blue drink that looks extremely refreshing in the slightly frosted glass bottle.

Then I walk toward one of the places I have noticed from the balcony. The mana stone of the door sends a pulse inside the building as I enter, and an older man with a nicely taken care of beard turns to me with a smile.

“How can I serve you, young man?” he asks.

“I would like to cut my hair, something simple and nothing too eye-catching.”

After that, I find a more luxurious-looking shop with simple but quality-looking clothes and another one where I buy a bag of sweets and something for Biscuit.

The clothes truly make a human. It’s hard to describe, but I feel…civilized now and somewhat lighter as I walk through the street while holding the sword in my hand by its scabbard. The epic sword of the last king.

It doesn’t take long before I reach the tree Tess told me about, and here I see Min-Jae waiting, together with one of the twins. A smile grows on his face the moment he sees me, and he rushes to welcome me.

“Nat! That took you a while! You said only a few days.” Min-Jae stops in front of me, and unlike him, I notice that Dennis is somewhat nervous and avoiding my gaze.

What did they do?

“It took only a few days,” I answer and gesture for him to lead the way.

As we walk, Min-Jae continues, “Nine days.”

Huh? Maybe I should have checked the system countdown clock a bit more. I would have sworn it took me only a few days. But I guess time passes quickly when you have fun.

“Oh, and Min-Jae?” I say.

“Yes?” he starts but quickly pauses as I grab and pull his ear. “Ouch!”

“Did you guys have fun not telling me about lynthari?” Little jerks, all of you, even Tess!

“It was Lily’s idea!” he tries.

“As if!” I pull even harder and then let go. “I will deal with you later, but now, anything interesting happened?”

He rubs his red ear, and I see him looking around. His face is red because I did it in the middle of the street and some people noticed it and are giggling.

“A few, but Tess and Hadwin will tell you more. They deal with most of that stuff.” The young boy tries to regain a bit of his dignity by releasing some mana to the point a human that giggled at him feels it and quickly stops.

Min-Jae then smiles, satisfied, and turns back to me. “There is so much stuff, Nat! Auctions, guilds, quests, and lynthari. We even got an amazing base for ourselves and went hunting a few times!” Even though he said Tess and Hadwin would tell me more, the excited boy continues to blabber the entire time we walk toward our “base.”

“Oh, that’s quite nice, must have been expensive,” I say, and I pay some attention to Dennis, who becomes even quieter, and some color disappears from his face.

Suspicious, very suspicious. Did they sell Biscuit? The best doggo of the third…of the fourth floor should easily be worth that much.

“Asshole!” Izzy screams as I enter, and I feel her skill connecting to me as she jumps and hugs me.

“Izzy, you might be spending too much time with Biscuit,” I say as I return the hug she gives me and then let her go.

“Yes, he is mine now! I keep feeding him the best food I can find. Sophie is rich, so I can do that.”

“Oh, you do?” I ask, and feeling that I’m not panicking, Izzy herself starts to panic.

“Yes! He won’t be able to leave me now!” she says, but this time, she doesn’t sound so sure.

Poor girl doesn’t know Biscuit as well as I do.

(Food!) sounds from behind the corner, and the corgi appears. There are no tentacles around him, and he floats just a palm’s length above the ground, his short legs hanging in the air. He looks like a corgi-shaped burrito blimp.

What the hell?

Everyone else seems to be used to it, and the corgi slowly hovers and moves toward us at a speed that is much, much slower than if he decided to walk or use mana arms. Yet his face seems to tell that he is proud of his new ability to float just a bit over the floor and move extremely slowly.

The terrifying floating monster of a doggo is wearing a dark yellow vest and a scarf around his neck.

He moves past Izzy and stops in front of me. Then, as if changing the setting, the best doggo hovers vertically into my arms, his tail wagging while he continues to shout in my mind.

To show Izzy who is the boss, I pet Biscuit for a while, and then, to deliver the final blow, I put him on the ground and step back so there is the same distance for Biscuit between me and the little empath girl.

“B-biscuit, come here. I have more food,” the little girl tries while unpacking and offering some meat to the doggo.

Even from where I am, I can immediately smell it and feel drool collect in my mouth.

What the hell? Give that to me, not Biscuit.

With the use of [Focus], I get back to my senses and say, “Biscuit, come here,” then I reach out and offer him dried jerky made of deer meat I spent one hour looking for.

It was extremely cheap. The quality is low, and the meat doesn’t even come close to the one Izzy holds, yet Biscuit doesn’t hesitate and rushes to me.

I win.

“Nat, you’ll make Izzy cry,” Tess says as she also enters the room, together with Sophie, who continues to look between me and Izzy, trying to understand what’s happening.

“Wars require sacrifices, and this is one I am willing to pay,” I answer.

“You seem to be in a good mood.” Tess smiles and also gives me a short hug. “I’m glad you made it back safely.”

“Yes, it was fun, but, Tess, there is something I would like to see.” Silence fills the hallway we are standing in. “Can you guys show me the extremely valuable epic items I left with you?”

I enjoy the funny expressions of some of the younger members of group 4.


CHAPTER 88
NEW PRIMARY CLASS



“Oh, we can deal with them later, can’t we? I see that you got a haircut and went shopping a bit. Why don’t you look around our base? We kept a nice room for you.” The way Tess says it makes me even more suspicious, and I notice a cheeky shine in her eyes, but she is right.

It would be best to rest and review my Primary Class options.

I keep having to hold myself back, and now in the safety of the city, I can go through them.

“Others went out to hunt, and I’ll tell you about the stuff we learned. So take it easy, rest a bit, and tomorrow, we can talk,” Tess adds.

Impatient to check the classes, I just nod. Holding Biscuit in my arms, I move to follow Tess toward the room they saved for me.

The room is on the highest floor with a large window and a balcony that offers a view of the city below the hill on which the house stands.

They know me well; the view is amazing.

“Everyone wanted this room, but…” Min-Jae pauses under Tess’s gaze. “But we wanted to keep it for you.”

They are hiding something from me. Did they sell one of the epic items I got from the third floor? I don’t think the valuables they took would be worth that much.

Well, even if they did, it’s not such a problem. I still have three of them left, but they don’t need to know. If they really did that, I would bully them.

“Okay, I’ll rest a bit, and in a few hours, we can talk.” I stop, and a cheeky idea flashes through my mind. “Oh, and can you bring me the items I left with you? I came up with an amazing way to use them,” I lie, and immediately, I know Tess and Izzy noticed.

Yet they both smile secretly and leave me alone. While the boys seem to panic.

Little twerps.

Anyway, greetings were short, but it’s time for Primary class selection!

I look around the room and identify a massive armchair near the balcony as the most comfortable spot. I sit in it and check the notifications.

Well done! You have successfully reached Level 150. You can now select one of the Primary Classes. The classes and their rarity are based on your actions and performance up until now within the Tutorial.

Mana Forgemaster (Rare)

An advanced class specializing in the use of mana to craft complex constructs. Their abilities go beyond simple creations, allowing them to manifest highly versatile magical objects for offense and defense, elevating them to a critical role in any skirmish.

Your prowess in handling mana constructs is evident. With a mana stat of 200 or higher, you’ve created dozens of creations entirely from compressed mana. Possesses the Mana Manipulation skill, or its equivalent, at Level 25 or higher.

Horizon Striker (Rare)

An elite class excelling in long-range combat. With attacks supercharged by potent magical energies, they can deliver devastating blows from distances where retaliation seems impossible.

Your unleashed power is a sight to behold. You’ve expended over 50% of your mana in a single long-range assault, decimating hundreds with your long-range abilities. You’ve also defeated hundreds of enemies nearly matching your own level in just one strike.

Paramount Fighter (Rare)

With unparalleled martial prowess and an expert handle on mana to amplify their physical capabilities, their role in battle is often a game-changer, commanding respect from both friends and foes alike.

Your body is a lethal weapon. You’ve maintained enhanced bodily fortifications for over 24 hours. You’ve defeated hundreds of enemies of equal or superior strength in close-range combat. Your fortified physique alone allows you to withstand attacks that would be fatal to others.

Energy Conductor (Epic)

A potent class specialized in the mastery and manipulation of diverse energies, wielding them with such finesse and power that they can shift the tides of battle, shatter defensive lines, and provide crucial shields in dire situations.

You channel the elusive Primordial Energies, a feat accomplished by only a select few. You have skills at Level 30 or higher that allow mastery over Primordial Energies. Acquired one of the Primordial energies purely through the indomitable force of your will and have managed to control two such energies.

Focused Channeler (Epic)

An epic class with unmatched expertise in the intricate art of mana manipulation, able to shape and control the flow of mana. This highly specialized skill set renders them an influential force in any magical confrontation.

Through sheer determination, you reign supreme over your mana. Have a skill related to concentration and a Mana Manipulation skill at Level 30 or higher. Have a mana stat over 400. You’ve used mana far surpassing your body’s capabilities and survived.

I spend a few minutes reading the descriptions over ad over again. It’s always an amazing feeling to do so, as I know how much they can strengthen me. I also come to think that the only possible way of getting an active skill, other than by learning it, is with the help of a Primary Class. I might be wrong, and Subclasses will offer that, but I don’t think so.

It’s also one of the things I asked Lissthaniel, and she confirmed that. With my experience, I am inclined to believe that.

Skills are important, and the words of the being in Beyond prove it. “Never get your skills to Level 99,” it said. Primary classes do give skills, which [Mana Surge] from my Mana Channeler proves. The importance of skills is also why I have decided not to use skill upgrade tokens for the skills I think are my strongest ones.

This is the description of my current class:

Mana Channeler:

Active Skill: Mana Surge

The user can temporarily increase the flow of mana within their body, boosting the power of their magical abilities for a short duration.

Passive Skill: Mana Flow (Rare)

The user’s mana flows more efficiently throughout their body, reducing the amount of mana needed for skill activation and improving their overall magical control.

Bonuses:

Constitution +2

Mana +10

There is no rarity, unlike now, and the bonuses are…just bad. Two constitution and ten mana. What even is that?

As for the skills, both passive and active, they currently aren’t that strong. It’s something I outgrew quickly, but I can’t be too disappointed. It was just a starting class.

So yes, I am offered three rare classes and two epic, and that makes me curious. Do people often get offered epic classes at Level 150? I am inclined to think not.

Through the Community, I learned that some of the members of other groups rarely saw a rare passive skill. Yet for me, they’ve become something of a norm, and even if I could buy a few more of them through the shop, I do not do so as even a few of them won’t strengthen me that much.

Focused Channeler seems like a good choice. An epic class, most likely an upgrade of my current Mana Channeler, and it even mentions focus. The amount of mana that I possess right now is really high, so I am drawn more to this class than the Energy Conductor that deals with Primordial energies such as kinetic or thermal. I mean, Primordial energy also doesn’t sound weak, and I’m sure they are powerful, but they were never my main interest.

Well, let’s not hesitate much longer. I’m sure in the end, I would pick Focused Channeler even if I gave it a few more days to think. So I do that and pick my Primary class.

Congratulations! You have chosen the Primary class—Focused Channeler. In the future, you will be able to upgrade your class or change it for a new one, fitting your actions up until that point within the tutorial.

Another window pops up:

Congratulations! You have acquired your Primary Class:

Focused Channeler (Epic)

Active Skill: Mana Domain

Establishes a limited area where the user has heightened control and influence over the flow of mana, providing various tactical advantages.

Active Skill: Tether

Anchors the user’s mana to a specific location, enabling quick return or other location-based effects.

Passive Skills: Mana Reservoir (Epic)

Allows the user to slowly and gradually store mana beyond their natural maximum, effectively increasing their total mana pool for subsequent actions.

Bonuses:

Constitution +20

Mana +100

I check my status, and [Mana Surge] and passive Mana Flow (rare) are gone. I expected something like that, but it’s also something I need to take into consideration in the future. Right now, I won’t feel the loss of [Mana Surge] at all, as I’ve already outgrown the lower-tiered skill. However, I already feel the effect of losing the passive. It’s become harder to control my mana, so I dedicate a more significant portion of my [Focus] to it, especially now after my mana increased again—by 100 points from the bonus and 100 more from the attribute upgrade.

At this point, I might have more mana than I can spend. It’s already challenging to use it all!

Good!

It also reinforces my decision to not go hunting for a while and to focus on getting my mana under control. Another round of active tempering and improving my constructs will be more helpful than gaining more levels.

Now then, let’s see what my newest epic passive does. I send my senses into my body. My mana, which is already at its peak as I haven’t used it, doesn’t increase. Instead, it feels like there’s an additional mana pool that starts slowly filling with my mana.

That pool doesn’t take the mana from my main mana pool but absorbs the excess, some leakage, and starts storing it. It’s difficult for me to locate it properly. It feels as if it’s part of my body but also as if it’s not. The sensation is odd, and I can’t even estimate the size of the Mana Reservoir.

Judging from the passive skill’s epic rarity, the reservoir should be significant. Maybe as large as my current mana pool? Maybe a bit larger? It fills slowly, and when I use my mana, the filling of it stops. The Mana Reservoir continues to fill only after my mana tops up again.

Interesting.

I reach out and use the mana from the reservoir. It’s simple as if using my mana normally, and when I stop, it starts filling again.

After spending a few more minutes observing it, I’m still unable to judge the size of the reservoir, but the speed at which it fills is much slower than my own mana regenerating. Maybe it’s ten percent or even less of the speed at which my mana regenerates?

It’s not as good as I expected, but I might be mistaken about something, so I decide to give it a few more hours to see how large the reservoir is. It better be at least as big as my current pool.

As for the skills, [Mana Domain] excites me the most, and I activate it. Immediately, I feel a strong pull on my mana as the skill takes a decently sized chunk of it, and the reservoir stops filling. But I ignore that and instead focus on the skill.

An area around me, about the size of the room I’m in, changes peculiarly. Now, I can perceive the mana my body is leaking, and when I [Focus] on it, even that little bit of mana easily gets pushed back inside my body.

Then I push more of my mana outside my body, and as I start moving it inside the area of the domain, I notice how much easier it is. The mana, even though separated from my body, is easy to maneuver. While it’s currently not as easy as manipulating mana inside my body, the skill definitely feels like that’s where it’s heading.

The orb I create starts moving as I want it to, and even when it gets further away from my body, it’s easy to control, shape, or dissolve it.

I radiate more mana into the area and spend a few more minutes observing the changes. A few times, I also cancel the domain just to compare the difference, and it seems significant.

[Mana Domain] is only at Level 1, and yet my mana within that area is easy to shape, even without direct touch.

Interesting. What will become possible when I level it up? Will I be able to affect the mana of my opponents within the domain? Maybe even change my domain a bit?

The best idea comes to me. What if I evolve my [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion] and then infuse the domain with kinetic or thermal energy? And what if I make the area of the domain much larger?

Good, good! I’m already excited. The skill seems to be of a higher tier, so that’s promising. I’ll play with it more later.

Now then, [Tether]. I activate the skill, and then, following the “feeling” the skill gives me, I create something like an imprint I’m currently not understanding. The imprint stays anchored to the space in front of me, and for a moment, I observe it.

It’s an anchor or tether that slowly crumbles as it stays in the air, yet I still feel I can use it. To be sure, I activate my mana again and feed the anchor, and it stops crumbling.

I stand up from the armchair and move a bit further away from it. Following the knowledge offered by the skill, I activate it, and the skill takes another sizable chunk of my mana. At the same time, the world around me turns into a blur, and I have a feeling of weightlessness. When it all calms down, I find myself standing on the armchair, right at the place where I left the anchor.


CHAPTER 89
CAN’T HELP WANTING MORE



Well, it’s not as confusing as I expected it to be, and I don’t even feel dizzy after using the skill.

It’s as I thought: [Tether] will allow me to teleport back to where I left the anchor, which is something like a construct or imprint.

When I try to set up the anchor again and then another one, the first one crumbles.

That’s unfortunate, but it’s nothing some leveling in the skill won’t take care of.

I use as much mana as I can and set up another anchor, then start playing with [Mana Domain] again. Inside the domain, the anchor shines brighter, and I can understand it better, even feeding it some mana from a further distance.

Very interesting. I will need to do more testing and try to use all my skills within [Mana Domain]. Right now, I have a feeling that some of the skills could be strengthened or their uses increased.

Only thirty seconds pass, and the anchor crumbles.

It looks like my hit-and-run tactic will require a bit more leveling to work properly, but it’s not something I mind too much. My new Primary Class is amazing, and the active skills it gives me seem to be equally fantastic. I especially love [Mana Domain].

As for the passive, I’ll have to wait a bit more to see how extensive the reservoir is.

I move toward the bed and close my eyes.

For the next hour, I stare at the ceiling and rest. It’s hard to fall asleep. After a few days of constant fighting against the ants, the calm and safety within our newest base feels somewhat unreal.

It takes me another hour before light sleep comes to me, and I finally doze off.

I wake up, and after a short moment of panic and looking around, I remember where I am and calm down my mana, which hums around me, ready to explode at my command.

As I slowly calm it down, I stand up, stretch a bit, then step onto the balcony. While feeling a light, warm breeze on my skin, I look down on the city.

It’s the middle of the night, so the city is quieter than before, yet there are myriads of lights all over it. Blue, white, yellow, all of them dimly glowing, lighting the streets or showing places where people aren’t asleep yet.

A few of the giant trees that are throughout the city also seem to have leaves that glow softly in a pale green color while being swayed by the wind.

It’s so peaceful, and I etch the scene into my memory.

Then I observe the mana around the house we are using as our base. I felt it the moment I came here, but there is some field set up around it. A somewhat intricate yet amateurish web of mana is used for detection.

I also notice that, unlike when I came here, a few hours ago, the web of mana seems to be better. The person who set it up is constantly improving it, most likely.

It’s not hard to locate that person. The one doing it is a tanned, black-haired girl sitting in her room, with her sister sleeping on the bed near her.

Obviously, it’s Sophie, who I still consider the most skilled from our group, after me, when it comes to handling mana.

I radiate a bit more mana and start carefully observing what she is doing and notice that she’s practicing and improving the web of mana around the house.

It doesn’t take long for her to notice my examination. After a bit of panic, she locates me and realizes that it’s me who’s doing that and not some enemy.

I send a mana variation of a greeting toward her, and instead of answering in a similar way, she does something else.

(You scared me here. I was about to alert everyone.) Sophie contacted me telepathically in a similar way the twins can. She does it by using the web she created.

It makes sense; her [Manipulation] should be capable of doing at least that much. Or maybe she got another skill. Who knows?

I use the connection she set up and answer. (Your web has holes, here and here and here as well.) I point at them using pulses of mana.

Sophie hesitates for a moment, most likely surprised by the unexpected answer, but she quickly checks the places, and right after, she starts working on fixing them.

(Won’t your web dissipate when you stop focusing on it?) I ask.

(No,) Sophie answers simply.

Well, I can’t expect her to tell me all her secrets. Does [Manipulation] or [Mana Infusion] allow her to create semi-permanent things like that?

(It will be harder to improve it if you keep poking it the entire time,) Sophie sends.

(What does it do other than some sort of detection?) I keep observing the web she has set up.

(It detects minds entering the premises and warns me. It also senses the usage of a larger amount of mana. I did feel you experimenting in your room, just so you know. But currently, I am excluding your room from the web.)

Oh? Isn’t that nice of her? I know she most likely did it to avoid conflict with me, and I do realize that since that situation when I lost control over myself, she has been careful when dealing with me.

Also, the way she’s manipulating mana to create this web, in combination with some of her skills, is quite fascinating. It makes me want to observe it more.

It’s also good to know that everyone continues to improve. Maybe my leaving them on their own really did help in that way. If they rely on me too much, their growth will stagnate.

(Listen, I have an idea. Would you like to make some shards?) In the end, I decide to ask her.

I can almost feel her curiosity as she answers, (Can we talk about it in the morning? I want to finish what I started. Plus, it would be better to talk face to face.)

(Sure,) I send, then the connection cuts off.

Slowly, I observe as the web of mana gets pulled further away from my room, and after examining it a few times, it is as Sophie said. My room was excluded from it.

I spend the rest of the night standing on the balcony and leaning against the railing. I don’t use any mana and let it slowly trickle into my Mana Reservoir. Instead, I just use my own eyes to observe the city downhill. I watch as the night lights slowly turn off and the sun appears in the sky in a beautiful dawn.

Golden rays of the early morning shine on the towers and trees that dominate the city, bathing all the buildings in a soft glow.

The city awakens, and during the next few hours, more and more people start appearing on the streets, and the sounds of life return to the once-silent city.

The sight is something I haven’t been able to see for a long time. There’s so much life in the city that it almost makes me panic because of the ever-present humans and lynthari. The months of fighting for survival on the mostly empty floors of the tutorial made many of us a bit wild, and that’s something I also noticed the first time I entered the city.

Even now, I have to control myself to not constantly send waves of mana into my surroundings in search of ambushers or traps. But even though it makes me feel that way, I still think it’s beautiful. This mess of the city that would be impossible to see back on Earth and, by extension, all these powers I wield.

Although I often complain about the system and this tutorial, I am equally, if not more, grateful for it.

It’s, as Tess said, an adventure, beautiful, dangerous, and at times sad. But as abusive as all of this is, I can’t help but want more.

“Nat!” A petite, black-haired girl hugs me the moment I walk downstairs, totally ignoring the people staring and not even asking for my opinion.

“Lily, it’s nice to see you all healed up,” I answer instead, and after her awkward hug, I let go of her.

Lily tries to hold me a bit longer, and when she lets me go, there is a bright smile on her face. “My batteries are recharged now,” she says jokingly, and for that, I pinch her nose.

“I’m not a charger.” When I look at her, she still doesn’t seem to be fully back to herself, but it’s not bad. I guess losing most of her limbs and having to rely on people she barely knows does that to people.

“Oh, and Nat, thanks for the amulet! I already used it a few times while hunting, and it’s amazing!” she says loud enough for others to hear, as if wanting everyone to know.

Somewhat, it makes me want to pinch her nose or pull her ear again, but I have a strong suspicion that’s her intention, and she enjoys even that sort of attention from me.

I give her a short answer and continue to walk toward the kitchen island, where the rest of the group is already eating their breakfast while going through some papers. I hear them talking about quests, levels of monsters, and such stuff.

They all seem halfway used to it, even though we spent only around nine days separated.

Biscuit is there as well, hovering at the height of the kitchen table and moving from person to person. This seems to take most of his concentration as he isn’t even able to create mana tentacles to steal some food.

Yet the doggo looks proud, like a child showing off a skill it learned.

Cute.

I sit on the chair, and Biscuit floats toward me. I give him some food from the table. Then, still not fully feeling like talking, I listen to others while Lily chirps near me, moving some tastier stuff in front of me.

After a while, I stand up to take a glass from the counter, and when I turn back while walking, I see that Lily is pulling my chair closer to herself. Thinking I didn’t notice, she shamelessly continues to talk with others.

Wow.

When I sit back on the chair, now closer to this silly kid, she acts as if nothing happened.

During the morning meeting/breakfast, I sometimes join the conversation, but most of the time, I listen, still getting used to all of this. At some point, it feels too suspicious. Everyone is too considerate, and they do not talk to me that often, only once in a while as they speak.

It all feels too…deliberate.

I look at the tall blonde. Tess? What did you do? Did you train them? Am I to be treated like that crazy uncle during a family party? The one that parents warn their children not to annoy too much and not to talk with him about certain topics, like politics?

Somehow, it annoys me, but it also makes me feel good, and because of that, it annoys me again.

To make things feel right once again, I reach out and boop Biscuit’s nose a few times, to which Isabella jumps from her chair and does the same, not wanting to be left behind.

The mighty floating divine beast mercifully allows that.

“Tess, can we talk in around ten minutes?” I ask when it’s close to the end of breakfast.

“Sure, Hadwin will join too, and we can go through everything,” Tess, reliable as always, answers.

I nod and then turn to Sophie. “Do you have time to talk?”

To my question, Sophie glances down at Izzy, and I sense my feelings being probed.

So rude.

“It’s fine, Soph,” Isabella answers simply.

Sophie gestures for me to follow as she leaves the table. That earns us a few curious looks that I ignore, and I follow the sisters onto the terrace that has pots with big flowers all around it and some comfortable seating, while also overlooking the city.

“So what did you want to talk about?” Sophie asks me after sitting down, and Isabella hops on the couch near her. Sophie’s eyes seem curious yet careful at the same time. She is always so careful around me.

“What would you think if I said we could potentially earn thousands, even tens of thousands, of shards from the system shop together?” I ask her directly.

Sophie’s green eyes shine brighter, and she gives me her full attention now. “I would say that I might be interested. Please continue.”


CHAPTER 90
WE HAVE A DEAL



Not messing around, I quickly explain it to Sophie. “Lissandra left something for me: coordinates to her world. You probably can’t see them in the system shop because you don’t own any, and they seem high up there when it comes to pricing, but I do. The prices of coordinates start at twenty thousand shards, and some of them are much, much higher.”

“So where do I come in?” Sophie asks.

“It’s simple. You will learn the coordinates and ‘save’ them. Then I will sell my coordinates to the shop. If I am right, at that point, the knowledge of them will disappear from my mind, and they’ll probably get deleted if I etch them into a mana stone, no matter who holds it.” I did think about it a lot, and I’m sure they would disappear from the mana stone. The system won’t allow such an easy workaround.

I continued, “Then you will teach me the coordinates again, and I will try to sell them again. In the best case, I can sell them multiple times as we repeat the process. In the worst case, I can sell the same coordinate only once, and if that happens, you will sell them as well after teaching them to me. This doubles the number of shards.”

The system probably won’t allow me to keep selling the same coordinate over and over, but it’s worth a try. If it doesn’t work, I can double the number of shards I get from the coordinates and still retain them. Even that much is beneficial.

Sophie is the most skilled in group 4 when it comes to handling mana, and the system most likely won’t try to delete coordinates from her mind, unlike if they were saved into an item.

I’m sure it will take some time for her to learn them, but it would take much longer for everyone else in the group. Plus, I’m certain some of them wouldn’t even be able to do so.

There’s also the possibility of using Sophie’s [Mind-fuckery] skill and having her just share the coordinates with others instead of making them learn it. That would be great.

“What’s in it for me?” An expected question comes from Sophie.

“You can keep half of the shards you get from selling your coordinates. The remaining half you will use to buy stuff I tell you.” The offer I give her is fair, I think.

But someone else has a different opinion. “Soph! Ask him to become friends with us instead, and he can keep all the shards!” little Isabella chimes in.

“Izzy, don’t be silly,” Sophie says gently, her expression so different from when she talks to me.

“It’s you who’s dumb, Soph!” The little, angry, kitten-like girl uses her small hand to hit Sophie’s arm, to which her older sister continues to smile.

When she turns to me, her expression changes. “I want something else instead,” she says.

“Go on.”

“Clean slate.” Isabella still complains after her sister says that, but Sophie now seems serious.

“Explain.” I feel intrigued.

“I know you have a problem with me, and both of us know why. Honestly, it’s tiring to keep tiptoeing around, and you must be aware of it as well.” Her green eyes don’t lie as she honestly tells me what she thinks and wants. “I made a mistake, a terrible one because I was scared back then. What it did to you is…”

“Unfortunate?” I offer.

“Yes…unfortunate. I want you to know I would do even worse things if it meant protecting Isabella,” Sophie says. “Much, much worse.” Her voice is sharp, and she ignores the worried expression her sister shows.

“That’s reasonable,” I say. I would do the same. That’s where the two of us are somewhat similar.

Sophie nods. “I think so too.” Then she hesitates. “Still, I will continue to do such things. To these fake people from the floors and maybe to other groups if we meet them and I am forced to.”

She spends a bit more time thinking or perhaps looking for the right words to say or the courage to say them. “But I don’t want to do it to anyone from our group. I don’t expect all of us to become friends, but I want to work together with others without having to see them look at me that way. You may not realize it, but most of the others see me in a similar way you do. Even though Tess is trying, they don’t trust me fully.” Before I say anything, she says what I wanted to say, “Not without reason. I know.”

“Sophie, you can be more direct with me. Just say what you want to say,” I interrupt.

“I want a clean slate. I want to start over, and to do that, I will start with you, in hopes others will follow. I will even give you all the shards I would make if you want. I want us to forget the past.” She seems like she doesn’t know where to put her hands, and little Isabella ends up grabbing them and smiling at her sister as if giving her some bravery.

Then I feel a bit of mana from Isabella, mana that flows into Sophie.

“If I attack you or anyone else, you can do whatever you want. I am not so unreasonable as to not expect that. I want you to stop looking at me the way you do. Feel free to constantly check the minds of others to see if I messed with them. Or continue to strengthen your resistances every time you are near me or sense me using mana. I already know you do that, and I don’t blame you. But please, don’t look at me with eyes that tell me you will kill me the moment I make a small mistake or someone uses a skill on you again that would make you less rational.”

She pauses, but Isabella uses more mana, and that seems to make her older sister continue talking.

Sophie’s voice breaks a little, and the wetness in her eyes isn’t feigned at all. “It’s terrifying to be around you.” As Sophie talks, Isabella squeezes her hands. The little girl seems proud, while Sophie looks like she is about to cry. “I made a mistake, and I will make them again. It’s pathetic, I know. It’s all a consequence of what I did. But I am tired, I’m so tired of shaking every time I talk to you.” Sophie falls silent, and after giving her a short hug, Isabella stands in front of me. Her mana and her skill [Empathy] reach out to me, and I allow it to happen.

“I did help you too. I kept watch while you slept back at the start of the second floor. To protect you from the bad guys from Hard Difficulty when you were weak.”

“Yes, you did,” I agree with her.

“So forgive Sophie. We will give you all the shards too.” The little girl is serious, and it takes only a moment for her to gauge my decision from my feelings, and then she goes rushing to Sophie with a big smile on her face.

“Okay,” I answer. “We have a deal.”

Her green eyes follow me as I exit the room, leaving the sisters to deal with it.

She reminds me too much of myself. I have long since noticed that she is also trying the same way I am.

Anyway, I did it only for the shards and to pay back Isabella.

Yup.

“So we sold the bracelet you left with us,” Tess says as I sit down with her and Hadwin. Everyone else disappeared suspiciously.

“Well, I told you to sell it if you really needed to, but was there really such a need?” I ask.

“What, you did? Then why is everyone acting like you will come up and chop off their left leg for selling it?” Hadwin looks between me and Tess for a moment and then realizes it, looking at the young blonde. “Tess…” He almost doesn’t seem to believe it.

Tess only smiles shamelessly. “I need to have some fun as well, and seeing them talk like Nat will come back and eat them was somewhat cute.”

I can totally understand her. Tess is someone who likes to pull off pranks like that once in a while.

“Anyway, we did have one high-positioned lynthari bother us the moment we entered the city. He really seemed interested in Maya and Lily. You probably already found out how weird they are. He kept lurking around for the two days we spent in the poorer parts of the city, and then most of our valuables disappeared.” Both she and Hadwin seem ashamed as Tess says, “I still have no idea how that happened.”

“I think that annoying lynthari did it,” Hadwin says, interjecting. “He probably wanted to take all the valuables we have and then offer us to work with him.”

“I disagree, Hadwin. He would have taken all our valuable equipment too, yet only the trinkets disappeared. Plus, lynthari, from what we saw until now, seem harmless toward humans. They are weird, and sometimes annoying, but even Isabella didn’t feel any bad intentions from them. Not even once in the nine days we’ve been here. And we met or passed by hundreds of them.”

“Relying on her skill too much won’t do us any good,” Hadwin shoots back at her, and they bicker a bit longer, both defending their own opinions.

“So yes, that’s when we decided to sell the bracelet. I know you started experimenting with the crown, and the sword you left with us is something we can use hunting. We did have Sophie negotiate, and she used her skill to get us a much higher price than we would get otherwise.”

“Oh? No protections against mind manipulation?” I ask.

“We were careful and did check it. You know, at first, she did get some extra food while buying it, then influenced someone to give her a small discount and such. Isabella kept monitoring the area, and Sophie also was careful, and we didn’t find any defenses against it.” Tess looks into my eyes. “Either mind manipulation is extremely rare, and there are few defenses against it, or they never had to deal with such a skill.”

“We are testing it slowly. Getting a better price for the bracelet was the first big test, and we might slowly use Sophie’s skill a bit more. We could get a lot of secret information, really good equipment that we could even take to another floor.”

As Hadwin speaks, I consider a few things. If they truly do not have the concept of mind manipulation or it’s something extremely rare, we could end up getting the best items this floor can offer. Just by having Sophie manipulate some people. Sure, as of now, the strongest ones I saw were close to Level 200, from my estimation, and there could be stronger ones.

That’s why we will have to be careful and slowly exploit her skill. It’s quite dangerous, mind manipulation, isn’t it?

A curious question flashes through my head. What would happen if Sophie returned to Earth now? She should be able to manipulate the most powerful or richest people on Earth to do what she wants.

“That’s what happened to the bracelet, Nat,” Tess continues. “The house is ours. There is even a big basement that is shielded against mana detection or leakage. From what we know, it could be good enough even for you with your mana, so take a look at it when you are free. The view is nice; we still have plenty of mana stones left.”

“They use them here as currency,” Hadwin adds, placing a few mana stones onto the table.

Each of them is a bit different, and the biggest one is the size of my pinky. They are all oval-shaped and seemingly beautifully processed. Just a look is enough to tell me which one has the greatest value.

The surprising part is that all of them can hold some mana or be used to etch mana circuits inside and turn them into heaters, make them radiate cold, and turn them into lamps. The more expensive ones seem to be able to handle a lot more mana and circuits, but something tells me I shouldn’t do that.

“That one is worth a few hundred thousand dollars if we try to convert its value to Earth’s,” Hadwin confirms.

“I see,” I say and put it into my pocket.

Hadwin opens his mouth to say something but then decides against it.

So I take a few more valuable ones.

“Anyway, we were able to find out what Calamities are and identify three out of four,” Tess continues, seemingly unbothered. “These three Calamities are called as follows: the Fallen Hero, the Living Tree, and the Colony.”


CHAPTER 91
INFORMATION ON CALAMITIES



“It’s one of the information pieces we paid for. I think it was one of the most expensive ones.” Hadwin glances at Tess, and she nods, confirming it.

While taking the rest of the mana stones I didn’t pocket off the table, he continues, “The first one we learned about is the Colony. We’ve already had the luck of meeting some of them.”

“Good ol’ bus-sized ants,” I say.

“Yes, millions or perhaps even billions of ants. No one knows. The entire thing we considered a mountain range is their anthills, and they crawl all over it and inside the holes that cover the area,” Hadwin says.

He scratches his chin. “The weird thing is that they refuse to leave their area and do not attack if you don’t enter their territory. As for where they came from, no one knows. Some people say they came from a different planet through the tear in space. Someone else says they all come from their queen, who used to be a strong monster that leveled up in a terrifying way.”

“I also heard they could be a failed experiment. A weapon one of the countries created to fight in one of their wars,” Tess joins in.

“Well, not like that matters. It’s hard to imagine we could wipe out all the ants, the entire Colony that is probably considered to be one of the four Calamities,” I say.

As always, the system doesn’t hold back when it comes to throwing all the challenges at us. Some of us aren’t even Level 100, so how the heck is it even possible to wipe out the entire Colony?

“Any more info on ants?” I ask.

“Not much, to be honest. Only crazy people go to their territory, and most of the time, they don’t come back. But back to other Calamities…”

Before Tess can continue, I interrupt her. “What is down in the tunnels? Are they…weak to fire?”

“They should be full of mushrooms and other stuff ants like to eat. Apparently, they can be a bit flammable, yes. Nat, what did you do?”

“Nothing,” I answer quickly. “So imagine if someone, hypothetically and by mistake, did drop an orb full of fire down there; what could have happened?”

“Well, if that fire could set their food ablaze, the result could be quite terrifying, especially down in the tunnels.” Tess’s eyes are sharp as she says so.

“Well, it’s a good thing nothing like that happened,” I say.

It’s fine. Totally fine.

“Yes, it’s a good thing nothing like that happened.” Tess’s eyes say that she knows.

Dang it.

Tess then sighs and continues, “I did find some info about the Fallen Hero while Hadwin researched the Colony.” She flicks a strand of hair off her face. “The Fallen Hero is what is left of someone who died long ago. From what we found, this place also uses titles such as ‘Paragon,’ ‘Champion,’ and ‘Absolute.’ The Fallen Hero was someone like that, a man, human, that was said to be the Champion of an era a long time ago.”

“Currently, there aren’t any Champions or Absolutes, none that people or lynthari here would know about. The highest level they know about is somewhere in the mid–two hundreds,” Hadwin adds.

“As Hadwin says,” Tess patiently continues. “We think the situation will be similar to the Saint. The Fallen Hero is dead and only his body is alive. From what we found out, he is kept moving by an ancient set of armor that feeds on the mana of his still-beating mana heart and moves automatically, killing everyone in sight. They call that armor ‘Valorplate’ and have long ago lost the knowledge to create them.”

I try to imagine this in my head, and it sounds kind of scary. The body of a Champion is used as a puppet by some sort of armor, powered by the Champion’s still-beating mana heart. That is scary.

“Tess, I want that armor,” I say.

“Why?”

“The name sounds cool. Valorplate. Like damn. I want that armor. Do you think it’s epic or higher rarity?”

“It’s either one of the best possible equipment within the epic category or something a bit higher. It could be that the Fallen Hero is a Calamity only because of the body of what used to be a Champion powering the armor. Also, I think it would fit Hadwin better, with his skill.”

Caught in the crossfire, Hadwin continues to flick his eyes between me and Tess. But I can see it! The greed in his eyes. You can’t call yourself a man if you’re not attracted to some cool equipment, especially one with such a name.

Tess might be right. I don’t even like to rely on equipment, and it would surely be better for someone like good ol’ Haddy, but still!

Valorplate.

We’re already fighting over the loot, and we haven’t even killed the Calamity.

“Any estimation on level?” I ask.

“Three question marks for sure.” Hadwin stretches on his chair. “The Fallen Hero Calamity is on a battlefield, some desert-like area. Once in a while, someone tries to kill him. Either for fame, for the Valorplate, or for levels. Sometimes, it’s a small group, in other cases, an entire army. Yet for hundreds of years, the body of the dead Champion in the armor continues to walk around the desert and attacks everything in sight, never leaving the place.”

“We think this floor might have natives of a lower average level than the second floor. The second floor seems to be somewhat special, with plenty of Champions, Paragons, and even two Absolutes. The third and fourth floors so far seem to have lower-leveled people,” Tess says.

“We found out that this floor is somewhat safe, so we might have even a few years to level up or prepare. We could try to get all the good equipment. Maybe we can earn a lot of money and hire a lot of people to help us finish the quest. There are multiple ways we could go about it,” Hadwin says and shrugs.

“Damn, it looks like you guys were super busy. So what about the third and fourth Calamities?” I ask.

“We didn’t find any information on one of the Calamities, so that’s that. As for the third one, it’s the Living Tree. It’s a giant tree that towers over what used to be the old capital. Some call it the Demonic Tree even,” Tess says. “Apparently, a few hundred years ago, it sprouted out in the middle of the capital and killed everyone in sight. We don’t have more reliable information.”

“That’s a lot to take in,” I say.

Well, as Haddy said, it’s not that bad. We can cheat a bit and maybe hire natives to help, steal, or buy some powerful equipment, observe, get more information, and plan the perfect attack. Out of all the floors we were on, this one seems like the best place to spend some time on. All the Calamities seem to be tied to one area, other than the fourth one we know nothing about.

But who do they think I am? Hiring help? Getting overpowered equipment? I’ll take on the Calamity on my own. Maybe some other than ants, yup, let’s leave ants alone; I don’t want to piss them off more than I probably did.

“As for the city, you’ve already met lynthari. They are weird but somewhat harmless. They live longer than humans, they are born stronger, and most of them don’t have to worry about money even once in their life.” Tess slides a few papers in front of me. “You can go through what we found; Hadwin did a nice summary.”

“Oh, one more thing, probably an important one. Lynthari often are too lazy to do anything and just like to observe humans. The ones that lead the city created an association you can join with your team, or guild if you will. You can even join alone. You pay registration and⁠—”

I interrupt him. “Haddy, are you talking about adventures, rankings, guilds, and quests? Like in games?”

He gives up and sighs. “Yes. It’s exactly like that.”

Tess nods in confirmation when I look at her. “You can imagine how excited the boys got when they heard that. They also registered our group as a small guild.”

“What is the name?” I ask.

“Angry Kittens,” Hadwin pushes through his teeth.

Oh boy.

I then glance at Tess, and even though she tries to keep a neutral face, I can see the corners of her lips lift up slightly.

I will turn Angry Kittens into the best guild this place has ever seen! People will keep talking about Angry Kittens in years to come. Angry Kittens will be written down in history as the noblest and…

Why are you hiding, you little shits?

I stop in front of the room where I sense three boys and Lily.

After a knock, I say in what I think is a soft voice, “Hello, guys, can you open the door?”

It doesn’t work.

“Nat! I swear it was Lily’s idea!” Kim blubbers out from inside to Lily’s complaining.

“Oh? I don’t know what you mean…Kim. Just open the door. I want to talk.” Me using his surname instead of his first name seems to cause even more panic.

Then I start enjoying it. Is this what people mean by it being fun having friends? This isn’t that bad.

“I heard about the guild name you guys picked. I really like it,” I say.

“Fuck, he hates it,” I hear from inside. “He won’t believe it if we blame it on Lily.” The voice of one of the twins continues in a whisper.

I use my trump card. “We are friends, brothers almost, aren’t we? Min-Jae?”

“Fuck, Kim, do not open!”

Oh, it seems I have failed. But it’s fine; I’m still quite enjoying it. Should I try something else?

“Lily? I wanted to see you,” I say again, and in what feels like half a second, the door opens. Lily looks up at me with big eyes.

In the corner of the room, three teenage boys freeze and stare at me like a deer staring at a car.

“See, boys? Why aren’t you more like Lily here?” I tap her shoulder. “Why are you even so worried?”

I notice Lily trying to lean against me while my attention is on the boys. Damn, she sure doesn’t give up easily. I guess I’ll really have to reject her out loud sooner or later.

“You”—I point at Aaron—“Angry Kitten number two. What Subclass did you pick?”

“Diligence,” both of the twins say at the same time. “It’s already helping with [Connection] and [Sensory Deception]. It seems to work pretty well with mental skills.”

“Yup! It feels like we can keep them up for longer.” Interesting, that makes me even more curious about the others.

“Min-Jae?” I turn to the younger boy.

“Envy,” he says quietly, looking down at the ground. “I think my skills become a bit stronger when I am against a stronger opponent than me.”

“Oh? How does it work?” That sounds super useful.

Seeing my reaction makes the boy breathe in relief, and his eyes glow as he looks up. “Right? It sounds super cool! I only tested it against Tess, and I’m not sure, but I would bet I became a bit stronger.”

“Power of love,” I hear from Dennis.

“Totally,” Aaron adds quietly.

To annoy Min-Jae, they don’t even communicate telepathically and just whisper it out loud.

I let the boy fight and turn to Lily. “And you?”

“Not telling!” The petite, black-haired girl resolutely shakes her head.

“Yeah, I bet it’s because it’s Lust,” one of the twins whispers loudly again.

That almost makes me giggle, especially seeing Lily’s reaction.

I leave the four members of Angry Kittens behind and send my mana through the house to find others. I’m curious about what they picked.

“Me? I picked Patience.” Maya wipes sweat off her face. “It boosted my [Focus] a bit, but it affected [Armament] the most. It now lasts much longer.”

“I think that’s a good choice,” I tell her, and she nods.

“What did you pick?” she asks, and I hesitate.

Maya notices that and waves her hand. “You don’t have to tell me.” She reads the mood quickly and changes the subject. “Tess here went with Chastity.” She points at Tess, with whom she was sparring before I came. Maya is smiling slightly as she does so.

Tess doesn’t even seem to be bothered by the suggestive name of her Subclass. “It was an easy decision. Chastity suggests self-control, purity, and clarity. It did exactly that. [Psychokinesis] feels purer and stronger, [Farsight] now allows me to see better, there’s some sense of clarity to it, and it feels like I might be able to do more than just see far and see a bit of mana. But I have a feeling that it most affected [Declaration], though it’s still hard to explain.”

“Pretty good decision,” I say, and Tess nods.

Knowing what I am curious about, she answers, “Hadwin went to hunt with Sophie and Isabella. Hadwin picked Temperance, and it made his body tougher and [Strengthening] much stronger. I think out of all of us, he has one of the best fits with his main skill. As for Izzy…she told me not to tell you. Something like she will use it as a trading chip for something.” Tess lifts up her eyebrows.

Dang it. Do I have to sell Biscuit again just to satisfy my curiosity?


CHAPTER 92
WELCOME GIFT



Behold, my new house! It has two floors and a sizable garden that seems to be a rarity in the surrounding area. In the garden, there are well-taken-care-of trees, grass, and flowers. The house itself is made from wood and big grayish bricks and it’s on a hill that overlooks the city, so the view is amazing, and the person who designed the house took that into consideration.

There are multiple large balconies and terraces that offer a comfortable view of the city while still allowing some privacy from the neighbors.

The street the house is on is made of cobblestones, and even the surrounding houses seem to be similarly well-designed.

So, yup, the house is mine, and I don’t care that Sophie used her mumbo-jumbo to get a better price for my bracelet that paid for all of it.

Maybe I can train and experiment here while asking for rent from group 4, which seems to plan to play on the guild and go out for hunting. I won’t only freeload, but I will also make some money, which are mana stones here, and buy myself some good stuff.

Currently, I’m sitting on the large balcony of my room, and in my hands are papers Hadwin and Tess left for me, all with some basic information they were able to gather.

Most of the info is useless as I don’t want to deal with this kind of stuff. As always, I will leave it to Haddy and Tess, and if they need any help, they can ask me anytime.

I’m like a parasite exploiting my extroverted group members who take care of boring stuff.

Good!

So yeah, there are guilds, there are houses that give quests to those guilds. Stuff like, “Kill twenty giant hedgehogs that started to block trading roads,” or “Bring me a live specimen of a giant ant.”

Some of them pay much better than others, and the payments sometimes are items, but most of the time, they are mana stones.

The stronger you are, the more dangerous quests you can take, exactly like in games, and that makes me curious. This kind of system isn’t that bad, so did it come into existence naturally or is it something that the system set up for us, people from Earth? It could be both, and the system is also collaborating with these quests.

One piece of information that I found interesting is that the moment you accept a quest from the adventure guild, the system gives you the same quest and the reward is a few shards. The system, being as greedy as it is, doesn’t offer that many shards, but it might change if they rank up and are able to take more dangerous quests.

Angry Kittens have a lot to do. I’m also amazed by what they were able to achieve in just nine or so days. Sure, they had the cheat code called “a lot of money” and “mind-blender missy,” but they were able to collect a lot of information.

Monsters around the city, maps, information on Calamities, details on the city and lynthari, some powerful individuals in the city, information about shops, auctions, blacksmiths, and enchanters. All this stuff. The amount of information is staggering, and it all sounds so interesting.

From what I understood, the main difficulty of this floor, which makes it Hell Difficulty, is to actually kill one of the Calamities.

How the heck do you kill millions of bus-sized ants? How do you kill the Fallen Hero, which is creepy armor using the body of a Champion as a battery? How do you deal with a giant sentient tree that wiped out an entire capital?

Hell Difficulty is different here. It’s not an imminent danger; just finishing the task is extremely difficult. Plus, with my theory that you can spend an entire five years on a single floor if the floor quest allows it, it is nearly confirmed, and looking at the luxury and somewhat peaceful atmosphere of the city, this floor doesn’t seem like that bad of a choice.

Obviously, I won’t have that. If the rest of group 4 really wants, they can stay here, but I will just take a few months to get my rapidly growing power under control, practice my skill, and then I will look to deal with one of the Calamities.

Hmm, the Fallen Hero seems like a good choice. And nope, it’s not only because of the Valorplate. Damn, that’s a cool name.

Anyway, a lot of stuff to do. When Sophie gets back, we can talk about selling the coordinates. Then I need to check my new skills, especially [Mana Domain], which seems to be the best thing I got from my Primary class.

Then I need to experiment with [Resonance] a bit more. I think I am underusing the skill.

Another goal is to turn [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion], but who knows how long that will take?

Then there are my Constructs that need a bit of upgrading.

Another round of Active Tempering after I get used to my mana a bit more.

I need to test out my Subclass more and the passive it gave me to see if there are any effects I might have missed.

Oh, and then there is my new epic passive [Mana Reservoir]. The passive just creates another mana pool outside of my body and who knows where and in what dimension. That reservoir only starts slowly filling when my mana is maxed out, but the advantage is that it doesn’t strain my body at all.

At first, I was disappointed and thought that the epic passive might not live up to its name, but it doesn’t seem that bad. Already plenty of time has passed since the reservoir started filling, and it’s nearly as big as my current mana pool inside of my body. That’s like doubling up my mana for single use. Sure, it will fill super slowly and only when my mana is topped up, but it will allow for some huge burst of mana when it’s topped.

So I will wait a bit longer before complaining or being happy. It might allow me to get a bit more mana than my current mana pool.

And then there are also mana stones I would like to experiment with. I already started on the floor before, but I plan to create constructs inside of the stones or maybe on the items. That’s also something I started trying to do with the Crown of the Last King. If I’m right, this is how enchanting should work, and I might be able to get something out of it.

Bored after all the planning, I send a pulse of my mana through the house and notice that Biscuit, alone in the room, is about to leave the area.

Huh? Alone?

I hide my presence and keep mana inside of my body and under the Mantle, sending only the tiniest mana thread to track him, something I’m sure he won’t notice. Well, not yet. I can’t underestimate our future corgi overlord.

As he exits the house, I watch him from the balcony.

Biscuit slowly walks on his short legs, wobbling from side to side. The burrito-like doggo seems to have a plan.

My curiosity peaks, and I just watch him as he reaches the wall around the garden. I expect him to create his creepy mana arms to climb over, but instead, Biscuit uses the new thing he learned. Like a blimp, he starts slowly hovering, and then at a very slow speed, he floats higher and higher. It takes a few dozen seconds just to reach the top of the wall, move over it, and then a similar length for the doggo to land.

With Biscuit’s mana arms, it would take like a second, yet he seems proud. He looks around, and then, with a cute, wobbly stride, he heads into the city.

And I follow him.

Biscuit confidently walks between the people and totally ignores them. Only once in a while does he sniff in the direction of merchants selling some food, yet amazingly, he even ignores that.

He doesn’t hurry, and it takes quite a long time for him to reach what looks like the poorer parts of the city. Then the doggo walks into one of the darker alleys between two tall houses.

“The fuck is that?” an angry voice says from inside the alley, and the man tries to kick him.

Instead of the kick landing, at a dizzying speed, one of Biscuit’s purple mana tentacles appears and hits the man, throwing him against the wall.

The man slides down and groans with pain. Biscuit then ignores him and continues to pass through the alley.

I carefully follow him, and when I get inside the alley, far behind Biscuit so he doesn’t notice me, I stop in front of the man.

“Fuck, was that a shitty animal. Hey, you, stop looking around so creepily and help me,” he tells me.

After looking at him for a moment, I stomp on his shin, breaking his leg with an audible crack. The leg he tried to kick Biscuit with.

I ignore the man’s painful cries and continue to follow him.

Biscuit stops and looks around. When he doesn’t see anyone close by, he starts hovering again. The corgi-shaped blimp slowly floats right up, and after what feels like a minute, he reaches the roof of one of the houses and continues his wobbly walk on the roof.

Where is he going?

It doesn’t take long for me to get my answer: it’s food, obviously.

Dang it, Biscuit.

He reaches a big, older house that has a few smaller buildings nearby, and each of these small, barely room-sized buildings keeps spewing smoke from the chimney. Looking a bit longer, I identify them as smokehouses. Observing a bit more and watching people open and close them, I realize they are smoking deer meat.

Most likely, it’s something similar to what I gave Biscuit, which made him pick me over Isabella’s amazing-smelling, expensive-as-heck meat that I still want to try myself. But I’ve known Biscuit for a long time. His favorite snack seems to be deer meat, similar to the one we smoked on the first floor.

It’s almost cute that the small animal prefers this kind of meat, most likely because of some fond memories from the first floor. It was at that moment he ate the meat of the deer monster that he started being different from a normal dog.

I watch as he spends a few more minutes floating toward one of the smokehouses. Biscuit then uses his mana arms to open it and grabs a few pieces of dried deer jerky with the same arms. The cute little doggo drools while doing so.

Then he creates another tiny mana arm that reaches into his clothes, the ones Isabella put on him, and pulls out a small piece of glass. It’s similar to the mana stones they use as the currency here.

He must have seen people buying stuff with mana stones and wanted to do the same, not realizing that there’s a big difference between a normal piece of glass and a mana stone.

Biscuit places the piece of glass in front of the smokehouse after closing it and then leaves the way he came.

I don’t follow him this time and take the longer way to get back to the house on the hill.

When I return to my room, I find a few pieces of dried deer meat on the table beside my bed. Just from a glance, I realize it’s more than half of the meat Biscuit was able to get today.

It’s a sort of welcome gift, something that he considers extremely precious, yet he still wanted to share with me.

For a long time, I just sit there and stare at it.


CHAPTER 93
EVENING EXPERIMENTS



Iwill take down anyone who ever tries to mess with Biscuit.

Must protect!

The little doggo is too precious for this darn world, and I don’t care if he might become Earth’s Absolute or some eldritch abomination that will end the world. Even those creepy mana arms I can deal with.

Biscuit can do whatever he wants and must be protected at all costs.

Damn, if I were a more emotional man, I might have started crying back then, seeing the affection of the little animal.

One hundred boops for almost making me feel that way!

It’s already late afternoon, and I’ve spent the day slacking around, doing some tests with mana stones and my new skills to avoid feeling useless. I also swiped some sweets from the kitchen.

While I was locked in my room, sitting on the armchair near the balcony and training while enjoying the view of the city, I tried to examine the web made of mana that Sophie set up.

It’s something I don’t think I’ll be able to create right now. It’s as frustrating as it is amusing. Of course, I would like to know how to do that, but at the same time, I don’t feel a real need to learn it, already having plenty on my plate.

I like that others are also experimenting, and even the kids are slowly using their brains more, choosing what they want to do and improving. It’s good for me. If members of group 4 improve, I can pick a thing or two I like and try to learn it from them if I think it’ll fit into my build. It’s like having them experiment for me!

Good, very good.

(You did mess with my web.) Sophie’s voice sounds in my head the moment she, Isabella, and Hadwin enter the house.

(I just tried to observe it a bit, but it was too trigger-happy,) I send back at her and sense their presence as they return from the hunt and walk through the house.

(That’s the point, isn’t it? It’s here to detect intruders.) Sophie feels more relaxed than ever before.

It seems like the deal we made about a clean slate made her happy. I don’t think she fully believed me, but Isabella most likely confirmed my honesty to her older sister.

(We can start with the coordinates in one hour? Living room?) I suggest.

(Deal,) she answers, and she and Izzy move through the house. Soon they enter the bathroom, probably to clean off the dust and sweat from the hunt.

I’m already turning off my [Perception] when Sophie’s mana spikes up a bit, and an area forms around the bathroom—an area that I can’t see through with my [Perception].

What the heck! Does she think I would peek?! I already located all the restrooms and bathrooms and excluded them from my senses other than just feeling mana signatures.

Annoyed, I stand up, walk a few meters toward the sweets I put on the table, and grab a few. Then I activate [Tether], and with the skill consuming a chunk of my mana, I teleport and reappear back in the armchair where I left the anchor.

[Tether - Level 1 > Tether - Level 2]

Nice.

I pop a few sweets into my mouth.

The skill is still disorienting to use and takes too long to create to be useful in combat right now. It also requires a sizable chunk of mana that would be easy for an enemy to sense and try to mess with the anchor. But for hit-and-run tactics, it should work wonderfully. Especially when I learn to leave longer-lasting anchors and multiple of them.

Another telepathic message reaches my mind, and I identify it as Dennis. (Kim is asking you if you would like to be guild master.)

The same as with Sophie, I let it connect. I’ve long considered an enemy doing something similar and disrupting my concentration, but my construct called Mana Sovereignty Mantle would block it too. Yet every time I feel their mana or Biscuit reaching my mind, I let some of it pass, just enough for them to talk to me.

(What do you think?) I send back to Dennis.

(I’ll tell him you are not interested!) he says quickly.

Before he cancels his [Connection], I send him another message. (Dennis, it’s fine to mess around a bit, but don’t forget where we are, okay? Don’t let your guard down no matter how easy it seems right now.)

(Tess and Hadwin keep telling us the same, heh. Thanks.) After that, the presence of his mind disappears.

When it’s about time, I leave my room and walk downstairs, where Lily greets me immediately. “Aren’t you bored being locked in your room?”

“No, I had company.” I can’t help but tease her, and Lily’s wide-open eyes are fun.

“Wh-what?” she stammers. “Who?” She looks around.

“The best company, obviously. Myself.” I pass by her.

“Nat! You can’t do that to me,” she complains and quickly takes a few steps, walking by my side.

It’s not like I lied, though.

“By the way, I’ve learned a few things, and I can’t wait to show you!” Her voice is excited, and I can see that she also has fun discovering what she can do with her skills.

Skills that are maybe too strong. Heck, her [Disintegration] made even a cockroach-like Absolute hesitate.

“Sounds fun. Some other day, then? I have something with Sophie right now.”

“Sure!” she says happily, but there’s a weird glint in her eyes, which quickly disappears.

Did I imagine that?

“Nat.” As often before, Izzy welcomes me with a short hug, then moves back to Sophie.

The two sisters are sitting on the couch, wearing comfortable-looking, homely clothes. There’s some warm drink in front of both of them, and they have a big blanket wrapped around them.

“Hey,” Sophie just says shortly. She and Isabella both have black hair, green eyes, and similarly tanned skin. It’s extremely easy to identify them as sisters.

Well, it looks like Izzy will be there during our experiments as well. Aaaand Lily too. I glance at our healer, who sits on the couch I planned to sit on, one that is opposite Sophie and Isabella’s, with a small table in between.

Lily shamelessly ignores my look.

Damn, she knows that with my tendency to lose body parts, I need her, and she can annoy me almost freely.

Dangerous, Hell Difficulty people are dangerous. And shameless.

Jerks, all of them.

“This is what I was able to do. I tried to copy what Lissandra did, but I wasn’t able to do it fully.” I pass a small mana stone of lower value they use here to Sophie.

I’ve tried to do what Lissandra did while giving me the coordinates of her world. She did it in a few seconds and with a tiny amount of mana. I spent a few hours and used a lot of mana, yet it feels not even close to being right. The coordinates are currently stored in my mind, but “writing” them down is something else.

Sophie reaches for and takes the stone, then leans back while Izzy snuggles up to her under the blanket. As she examines it, her little sister starts dozing off.

“I tried to mark parts that feel off,” she says after a few minutes and hands me the stone.

Then I spend a few minutes examining it. “I disagree with this one. I think I did it correctly,” I say and hand her the stone.

Sophie shakes her head after just a moment. “No, it’s bad, look.”

She gestures and puts the stone on the table, and both of us touch it with the tips of our pointing fingers.

“If you do it this way, then this twist will break everything,” she explains while both of us use our skills to watch what’s happening inside of the stone.

Sophie with her [Manipulation] and me with my [Mana Manipulation] and [Perception].

“But if I do it the way you told me, it will block this part,” I point out.

“Oh, you are right. Hmm, how about changing it like this?” She reaches out and makes a small change before I’m able to say anything.

The delicate structure inside of the stone immediately dissipates. It’s as if every twist and corner is supporting the structure of the coordinates.

“Oh, sorry.” Sophie immediately realizes what she did.

“It’s fine, I’ll try to do it again. This time, you can watch how I’m trying to inscribe it. It might help,” I say as I take out another mana stone.

The living room is dimly lit, and it’s getting darker outside. There are blankets on the couch, and the house has become quiet as everyone does their thing inside their rooms or quietly relaxes somewhere.

Isabella is already asleep, and I can hear her soft breathing, a child with a blanket over her and resting against Sophie, who is leaning over the table and touching the mana stone between us.

Like me, her eyes are also glowing while we experiment, and every obstacle only seems to make her more eager to finally succeed. It’s as if she doesn’t even remember why we started doing this and just enjoys the work we do.

At some point, Lily tries to lean against me in a similar way as Isabella does with Sophie, but I pinch her nose and push her back, to which Sophie gives me a slightly surprised look.

“What?” I ask her. I don’t have to explain anything. It’s fun pinching Lily’s small nose.

That’s how we spend our evening and a significant part of the night. In the end, we don’t succeed. No, this feels like something that might take at least multiple weeks, maybe months. Yet I can’t deny that I have fun doing it. Working on something I consider interesting and with someone who shows a similar level of excitement isn’t that bad at all.

I also notice that as time passes, Sophie becomes a bit less stiff, her words become less cautious, and deeper into the night, she doesn’t have a problem actively disagreeing with me.

We confront each other’s opinions and improve our skills in the process.

I wake up and stretch in my bed. Ever since the body upgrade at Level 100, I don’t need to sleep as much or watch my food intake and can go a few days without it, yet I still prefer doing so. It’s more a psychological thing than a physical one.

For a moment, I merely stare at the ceiling and replay our experiment with the coordinates from last night in my mind. I grab one from the small table near my bed and examine it.

Yup, not even close. This will take longer than I thought. Maybe one or two months if we work together?

Cockroach Lissandra did it so quickly; it made me think it would be easier. Well, at least it will get me a good amount of shards. Maybe even enough for another amazing passive. I’ll have to see how much the system will try to scam me.

I stand up, stretch a bit, and, while yawning, take a shower in the bathroom connected to my room. The shower is similar to the one in Edwal’s manor on the third floor, heated with a mana stone that apparently needs to be changed fairly often and powered by more mumbo-jumbo stones with weird etchings.

Similar to stones I encountered on the second floor, they seem to be coded to prevent their competition from copying them easily. The act of coding them decreases efficiency a bit, but I think that’s something they don’t care about. Maybe I should try to decode some just for the fun of it.

After taking a shower, I use the anchor I left over my bed to teleport back onto it and quickly burrow into the blankets. This anchor took an immensely wasteful amount of mana to stop it from dissipating while I took my shower.

I burrow deeper into the bed. It feels so good, damn it. Maybe I should just stay like this the entire day. The sensation of a warm shower followed by slipping back under the blankets is amazing. Something worth trading an epic item for.

But anyway, what does my passive, Mana Reservoir, do? Is it already full?

I check the mana pool that is separated from my body and realize that it’s already twice the size of my mana pool and showing no signs of being full.

Oh boy, this is getting scary.


CHAPTER 94
SET UP



It seems that the passive I got with my Primary Class isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. My mana is currently at 609 stat points. Then the 1st Stage of Attribute upgrade adds another 609 to that, making it 1,218. That makes the Mana Reservoir 2,436 points big, and it’s still filling up.

Like, heck. Isn’t that maybe too strong? I mean, I won’t complain, obviously, but what the heck?

The reservoir is filling slowly, and getting it to this point has taken multiple days, as every time I spend a bit of mana, it stops filling. Plus, I keep taking mana from my natural mana pool and only letting the reservoir fill. So there are disadvantages. Plus, it’s also nearly a one-time use, and then there can be situations where I will keep using my mana and it won’t be able to fill.

But!

This is really getting scary. The thing isn’t even filled yet. Where will it stop? Three times my mana? Four? Five? After I sell the Coordinates, I really should buy another high-grade passive or start saving for one.

A beam of light shines through the window right into my eyes as if telling me to finally get out of bed. With a sigh, I do just that and go through the clothes and put on something more fitting.

Everything in the room is something the others bought. With my money.

I’m rich, but I could be richer.

Maybe I really should be an ass and ask for rent from them. I can ask for it jokingly, and some of them might take it seriously and give me some money.

At that moment, a weak pulse of mana is sent through the web Sophie set up. I’m able to sense it only because I keep observing it, and I quickly follow the signal and detect movement at the entrance to the land the house is on. I switch to [Perception] and detect three men standing there. One of them senses my perceiving touch and does something that blocks it.

Wow, so rude.

I send my mana again; this time, I change the frequency a bit and do it more carefully, and the man doesn’t notice it anymore. Amateur.

A mana signature exits the house, and I identify it as Haddy, who quickly approaches the men. I also notice Sophie and Tess carefully watching the interaction, ready to join.

The trio talks to Hadwin for a while, and then Haddy gestures for them to leave. At that moment, one of the men swings at Hadwin, and the older man lets him hit. Even though the man is using mana, there’s no damage dealt to Hadwin. Instead, he just smiles, and I sense him using [Strengthening], then Hadwin punches the man who attacked him.

Immediately, the other two attack as well, one using some lightning attack and the other one by boosting his body.

Hadwin just lifts his eyebrow and allows a few hits to land, showing total disrespect, and then beats them up, breaking some bones in the process. Then he just throws them away.

He literally throws them.

Way to go, Chadwin!

Curious, I turn to Sophie’s web and push on it in a way I know she’ll notice.

She identifies that it’s me and connects to my mind. (Please, do not break my web. It took a long time to set up, and I’m still working on it,) Sophie says immediately.

(Who were those three chumps outside?) I ignore her words and ask her instead.

I can almost hear her sigh. (Some random guild full of jerks that keep wanting to get us to join them. Probably so they can scam us for commissions.)

Well, I guess it’s not even surprising.

(Tess and Haddy didn’t tell me anything,) I send to Sophie.

(Tess said not to bother you with little stuff like this. We can deal with it even without you.)

(And the real reason is?) I ask.

(She doesn’t want you around, beating people before we find out a bit more about the power structure of the city. Anyway, I’m going to hunt with Izzy and Hadwin, so tonight again?)

(Yup.)

Her touch then disappears.

Damn, Tess, I wouldn’t go around beating people… Okay, I would. Hmm, maybe I should track those three men and see where their base is.

At that moment, I hear knocking on my door.

I get up and open it, and there Tess stands. “Nat, Sophie told me you asked about what just happened. So, please, do not go out and track them.” She seems serious.

It seems like I was read like an open book.

“Okay, I won’t,” I say after a bit of thinking.

They seem to have fun dealing with those goons, so I will let them. But if they push harder, I won’t hesitate to use it as an excuse to beat up a few jerks.

Mana Cycling is fun. The technique I learned, among other things, from Lissandra is enjoyable. I use it to move mana through my body, and at this point, it’s something I do almost subconsciously. I also change it a bit from the version Lissandra taught me and adapt it more to my body and the way I handle mana.

It’s surprisingly helpful. My mana, which is now multiple times higher than any other stat, is easily dealt with between my constructs that use some, passives that help me, my trait, and Mana Cycling.

Having so much mana isn’t something people usually do, but for me, it’s fine.

Level 159

Strength: 51

Dexterity: 49

Constitution: 147

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 609 + 609

And I bet I could handle more! It’s not just an excuse to keep constantly dumping stats into mana, nope. My estimate is that in a few more days, I should be ready for Active Tempering, which will improve my strength, dexterity, and constitution again. I just need a bit more time to get used to my mana, which increased by two hundred after the Primary class I picked.

I also have another thing added to my to-do list. I came up with a way to improve [Mana Domain] by a lot. The first step is to evolve my [Mana Infusion] into [Infusion], and then I will infuse my domain with all kinds of fun stuff!

[Mana Domain] infused with [Resonance]? Good luck avoiding attacks of resonating mana that can come from any side. Or good luck avoiding constant pressure that wants to disrupt your mana.

The same goes for kinetic energy or thermal. I could literally keep a heat-filled dome around myself or the one filled with kinetic energy.

With a few level-ups of the domain and increasing its size and with my nearly bottomless mana reserves? This adds to the original effect of my skill that allows mana within the dome to move as easily as the mana inside my body, which would turn it into some terrifying stuff!

There’s also one more interesting thing. Creating an anchor for [Tether] is easier within my domain, and I don’t even have to stand close to do so. Within the domain, I can create an anchor further away from me.

Sure, the anchors could be destroyed, and they are still easy to detect, but nothing I can’t improve with time.

But even this feels just like the start. I’m still inclined to think that [Mana Domain] will be much stronger at a higher level. Currently, it allows only doing stuff with my mana, but sooner or later, I should be able to dominate all the mana within the domain, and that’s when I think the skill will truly shine.

“What do you think, Biscuit? Am I correct?” I ask.

Currently, I’m alone in my house as everyone else went to hunt or gather information. A tiny part of me feels ashamed as if I’m slacking even though I’m training.

There’s a real reason for that. I have a lot of mana, and yet, by my standards, I’m not handling it properly. It’s like people from Hard Difficulty. They did have similar stats and levels to us, but their usage of skills was lacking in comparison to us Hell Difficulty enjoyers.

Not wanting to end up like them, I can only stop leveling and focus on improving my control.

(Food.) Biscuit just yawns lazily and puts his head back down on my lap.

“It’s easy for you to say. You can learn new skills anytime you want,” I complain.

(Sustenance. Easy.)

“What? You try harder only when you need more food, and right now, there is enough of it, so you don’t need to?”

(Food,) the doggo confirms.

I can’t even refute that. This telepathic, burrito-like, floating, potty-mouthed divine beast is probably the strongest one of us.

Still, I boop his nose a few times. “When you become a real divine beast or something stronger, you will have to remember good ol’ Nat, okay? I will be leeching off you.”

Biscuit doesn’t even bother to answer, and his cheeky eyes seem to be smiling before he closes them again.

LILY CHEN

“Listen, Tess, you guys just need to shut up and join Blackstone. Our guild is much bigger than yours, and we already have backers that can help you guys get better-paying jobs. It’s a win-win.”

The woman saying that is only a bit older than Tess. She’s a brunette with a curvy figure, and her eyes are yellow, reptile-like. Probably some trait, as Tess mentioned after we met her for the first time a few days ago.

She’s really rude as she and two more men stand in front of us, by her side. They are not allowing us to pass.

It’s annoying, to be honest. Tess and I just wanted to go out and hunt a bit.

“As I told you before, our guild is not interested in that, Eve. Just let us pass,” Tess says.

“What kind of name is ‘Angry Kittens’? You guys clearly don’t take it seriously.” The woman takes a step closer and places her hand on Tess’s shoulder. Her smile is creepy, and she keeps glancing at me and my right hand.

It’s probably my fault. They saw me before I finished restoring my right hand and guessed that I’m a healer capable of regenerating limbs, or we have one, and that’s the main reason they want us in.

“Tess, we would treat all of you nicely, trust me.” Her hand continues to squeeze Tess’s shoulder, and she shows her teeth while smiling.

To me, it’s surprising how confident they are. I can’t see their levels, but Tess said they’re just a bit over 100. Tess and Hadwin also wanted to keep Nathaniel out of all of this. Something about not always relying on him for help with something they can handle, but I think they don’t want him to blow things up.

I’d like to see that, though. I don’t like this woman and the way she looks at me. But I’m not worried. If she touches me, I’ll use [Disintegration].

“Eve, get your hand off me.”

My attention is immediately drawn to Tess, who said that. Tess is smiling, but this smile feels dangerous.

“Come on, Tess, quit joking. You will get in trouble the moment you try something.” The brunette laughs and gestures to the two men, who move closer.

“Lily, don’t kill anyone,” is the last thing Tess says before white-and-red lightning sparks around her.

Her fist moves at a dizzying speed, hitting Eve directly on the nose, breaking it, drawing blood, and sending her flying even though the woman tried to block the attack with mana.

Tess smiles refreshingly.

Then one of the men grabs me. Being careful not to kill him, I lower the power of [Disintegration], and a short pulse of grayish mana disintegrates his arm up to the shoulder. I take a step back.

“Huh?” he utters before he starts screaming.

Tess quickly deals with the other man. It doesn’t even take three seconds.

“So annoying. Blackrock is just a small bootlicker guild that clings to a bigger one. Their guild master isn’t even at Level 120,” Tess says.

She remains calm even in this situation. In some ways, she’s really similar to Nat. Is that why he feels so comfortable around her?

“You bitch,” Eve lisps from the ground, blood on her face, “just wait…”

A squad of guards followed by one male lynthari quickly arrives. Too quickly, almost as if they were waiting nearby.

“Oh, it’s cute, Eve. What happened to you? Did they attack you out of nowhere?” the lynthari asks while the human guards wait. He smiles at the woman, who glares at us hatefully.

The lynthari feels young, and even though he tries to control his expression, everyone can see that he is having fun.

“This might be a little troublesome.” Tess sighs. “It looks like we’ve been set up.”

LILY CHEN

One of the unspoken rules of the city is to never mess with lynthari. So we let ourselves be taken to prison and locked in a room, both together. It’s a reasonably nice room, but it’s unsettling to be confined here. I’m troubled by what Eve said; maybe we’ll face problems, as Tess mentioned.

Tess tells me to expect that we’ll spend a few days here and that they’ll most likely try to mess with us while we’re here. They might kidnap us or force us to pay outrageously high fines for “seriously” hurting them. And if we can’t gather enough money, they could force us to join their guild.

But only a few hours later, the door unlocks, and a young man enters the room. His face has no emotion on it, but his brown-and-gray eyes seem to glow with hidden cheekiness as he looks at us.

As always, he moves with such confidence, and unlike almost everyone else, he doesn’t emit any mana I can detect.

It’s like he dominates all of it and doesn’t allow it to escape his control.

A lynthari enters the cell.

“Are these your friends, feral one?” The way she speaks and moves makes her seem regal, even though there’s a long scar across her face.

[Elemental Warden - Level ??]

Her hair is white, and her cat-like eyes are golden. She is unearthly beautiful and probably extremely wealthy, judging by her enchanted jewelry and clothes. Her clothes are also very pretty.

“Yes, Myrra, these two ‘Angry Kittens’ are my friends,” Nathaniel says.


CHAPTER 95
IN ORDER TO HAVE SOME FUN



Wow, Tess seems really down, seeing how she keeps avoiding my eyes. What now, you tall, silly blonde? You keep bullying me by reading me like a book and then saying how you will take care of everything. So what will you do now?

“Tess, just let me. I’ll take care of everything.” The moment I say that, I can see she realizes what I’m poking at and how much fun I’m having.

Right now, Tess really seems like an angry kitten.

“Feral one, you truly are ruthless.” Myrra, the first lynthari I met even before I entered the city, notices as well. She’s a Level 188 Elemental Warden, the highest level I’ve seen so far in the city.

“Nat, you know it’s not our fault. They kept trying to force us into their dumb guild,” Lily says in their defense.

“Ha! Blackrock was just a pawn, a small guild. It’s one of the five big ones that wanted you guys and operates behind the scenes,” Myrra tells Lily.

Tess and Lily were imprisoned. We learned about it a bit later from the association of guilds, and then things went downhill. Normally, they would just get out, as I’m sure they were innocent, but one of the five largest guilds in the city keeps meddling behind the scenes to the point where they could spend a really long time in there.

I’m sure during that time they would try everything to get Lily, because, of course, it’s always the healers these guys are after.

This is what Hadwin and Sophie found out, and then I got the idea to use Myrra here, who left me her address in case I was looking for a job.

Exactly as I expected from her level and wealth, she seems important, and it took only a few hours to get to this point, with Myrra being really helpful.

“Well, it’s the lynthari that rule the city. I didn’t expect you to be so corrupt,” I tell her.

“Feral one, obviously, they are corrupt. Only our young ones help with the leadership of the city, and they like to mess around.” Myrra giggles, and her tail continues to swing from side to side as she shows me her sharp canines.

She seems to be enjoying herself. “Usually, this wouldn’t have happened, but you guys seem to have caught the interest of someone high up there.” She narrows her eyes, looking at Lily. “Is it because of her?”

“Nope,” I say.

At that, Myrra becomes even more amused, and even her ears perk up a bit. The entire time, I feel her mana in the surrounding area, touching each of us carefully, observing us. There is a lot of it around me especially, and even her eyes seem to glow slightly in the dimly lit prison cells.

When we start walking outside of the prison, a few human guards and a single lynthari that’s present even bow to her, letting us pass without any problem. There, we meet Hadwin, who is here with Aaron, and Tess and Lily rejoin them.

“I’ll be back a bit later.” I wave at them and then continue to walk by Myrra’s side.

“Your friends are also interesting, aren’t they?” She licks her lips.

“Why don’t you tell me why are you so interested in us, Myrra? In exchange, you can also ask me something,” I offer.

Walking through groups of people that are still out on the streets, she gives me a long, examining look before answering, “All of you are young, yet I can smell powerful skills from you. That much isn’t that surprising, but I can even recognize that you are someone who only started dealing with mana not a long time ago. A few months, a year at most. Yet…” She trails off.

A few lynthari recognize her and gesture a greeting toward her. Myrra returns that greeting with a smile.

“It’s something new to me, and let me tell you, I rarely get to deal with something new and interesting.” Her eyes, full of mana, seem to pierce through me. She also probably has some skills or maybe a trait that allows her to know that much.

I just keep bumping into all these old weirdos who are so bored that they don’t have anything better to do than just bully poor old me.

“Moreover, it’s fun to observe humans once in a while. Humans live shorter lives, much shorter than us lynthari, so just watching them, living, expressing all these emotions, is exciting. I especially like to watch humans like you, feral one.” She shows me more of her canines.

Myrra is tall, easily two or three heads taller than me, the same as all lynthari who tower over humans. And she is powerful. Her level isn’t that high, but she did have a lot of time to master her skills and her power, and that’s evident even to the naked eye.

“You seem so distant. So prideful and so confident. Almost regal. Like Champions of ancient times. It makes me want to see you broken.” Her tail stops moving, she opens her eyes wide, and a shadow lands on her face. “I want to see you crawl, defeated. I want to see you begging for mercy after being beaten by your enemies. I want to see you cry.”

The tall lynthari takes a step closer, our faces nearly touching as she bends down. “And even more than that, I want to see you succeed. I want to see you prove that you are as powerful as you think you are. Oh, just the sight of you tearing apart your enemies with that distant look on your face and with your beautiful eyes.” She sighs while showing dreamy expression.

Dude.

System, what the fuck is wrong with you and with all these people within the tutorial?

I leave as soon as I can. Thankfully, Myrra still seems somewhat amused and doesn’t ask for anything in return for her help, but I’m sure it will come. It almost feels like I made a deal with the devil.

But there’s one fun thing: she says she will leave it up to us to deal with all this stuff, and if we don’t push it too far, she will stop other older lynthari from interfering. Another condition is to not hurt lynthari, no matter what they do.

When I reach my house, everyone else is inside.

To be honest, this entire situation is crappy, and I can’t imagine what else Tess and Lily could do. Killing people from that small guild or guards would bring more trouble than it’s worth. People who went after them seemed to do it with the intention of getting them into prison as they did; they didn’t expect to get beaten so quickly and easily.

“We are free to deal with the guild on our own, but touching lynthari is a no-no, no matter what they do. Minimal damage to stuff not belonging to the guild is also a must,” I say the moment I enter.

That immediately starts a conversation between Haddy, Tess, and Maya.

From the paper I saw before, there are three types of guilds, simply separated as big, medium, or small. Angry Kittens are small if even that. Blackrock is small, slowly becoming medium. The ones supporting are big guilds, and there are five of them here in the city: Luminous Order, Storm Brigade, Serpent’s Eye, Obsidian Circle, and Veilwalkers. The one messing with us seems to be Serpent’s Eye.

Each of the big five seems to have a guild master that is around the Level 200 mark. Guilds mostly consist of humans, and only very rarely are there any lynthari in there.

So we should expect a guild leader of a bit over Level 200. A dozen or two guild elites at around 170, a few more dozen at around 150, and maybe a few hundred under Level 100. For each big guild.

Yup, I could take them.

“Nat, I hope you didn’t have to give up anything to that lynthari.” Hadwin joins me while others converse around the table. I’m once again sitting in the armchair that they now usually reserve for me.

“Oh, no worries, Haddy. She’s just one of those weirdos that is more creepy than dangerous.”

“Good. Tess seems annoyed, but I really don’t know what she could have done,” Hadwin says, changing the subject.

“We’ll get her to beat up a few people to make her feel better,” I answer.

At first, I am a bit annoyed with some jerks messing with me right when I start my training, but this doesn’t have to be that bad. I can beat up a few people and examine the skill level of someone around my level. I haven’t had much opportunity to do so, so I’m quite curious.

Could I take on an entire big guild by myself? Something makes me want to try just that. One Sparrow Obliterator 5000 could be enough to wipe out an entire guild house. Or one ANTomic bomb. Would they be as flammable as ants?

Oh boy, let’s quickly forget about that. I’m still nervous thinking about it. Leveling shouldn’t be that easy, and the system surely won’t let it go.

But that also makes me curious. I did deal with a few hundred ants, bus-sized ones. So how could a much smaller guild compare to them?

The ants were extremely flammable, probably their weakness, and even though they were big, their physical stats weren’t that amazing. What was amazing about them was their communication and the way they could fuel each other’s skills, and I think that’s where plenty of levels and skills went. Otherwise, the ants didn’t feel as strong as their level might hint.

A single Level 100 ant felt more like a Level 50 to 70 monster. Just a bit big. As always, there are advantages and disadvantages to everything. Something tells me that the guild might be a bit more dangerous than a few hundred ants, and that makes it sound fun.

“I think they’re not only after Lily, they probably know that we did mess around to get more mana stones, for the bracelet and all the other stuff,” Tess says, and as I catch that, I focus back on the conversation.

“Tess, there’s no need to plan that much. Just point me in the right direction, and I will fuck them up,” I tell her.

“No, Nat, I have a better idea.” Tess’s eyes glow dangerously. “We will fuck them up.” She stands up, and a smile slowly appears on her face.

Oh boy, she is angry.

“We will beat the leader and his underlings and replace or have Sophie manipulate them. But before we do that, we need to collect more information: their numbers, strength, allies, and locations. We know that the lynthari won’t step in, so we just have to deal with humans.”

“I like that,” I tell her.

The way these guys mess around with us feels annoying. It’s not like I’m BFF with everyone here, but how dare some lowlife gangster think they can mess with something that I consider mine?

Obviously, taking over a big guild won’t be easy. Beating them? Simple. Taking over and making it run as before just with some changes will be a challenge.

A few days have passed, and our plan is still very simple. We’ll beat up the leadership and see if Sophie can make them…more friendly toward us.

Unfortunately, even this isn’t that reliable. I removed her construct from my mind before, didn’t I? Well, it’s something we’ll work around after dealing with them.

So now, everyone is collecting information. We’ve spent nearly all of our remaining mana stones. Tess keeps watching their headquarters from a distance. Izzy and Sophie as well. Sophie also manipulates a few of the weaker members into telling us everything they know. About mind manipulation, healing skills, their guild—and oh boy, there’s a lot.

We were worried that they might know about Sophie, but mind manipulation is something they don’t even know is possible, at least not the guild members we asked. As for healing, they really are after Lily…again. Poor girl, always the target of kidnappings and the unfortunate people who try. Only a dumbass would run into her terrifying skill.

Oh, and one of the big five guilds, Serpent’s Eye?

Yeah, they’re assholes, total assholes. Even lower-ranked members know about some of the shady things the guild does. A little bit of blackmailing, the kind where they ask for money so nothing will happen to your shop. Some stealing of other people’s prey. And a few much worse things.

At first, I thought it was almost childishly villainous, like bad guys from cartoons, and that makes me wonder if it’s also something the system changed. You know, creating an environment we are somehow accustomed to.

But the more I listen, the more I realize that all these acts are targeted to gain money, power, or both at once. It seems cartoonish but very human-like.

I also keep forgetting that this is a world where there are people capable of destroying an entire city on their own so the rules are a bit different. Plus, there are the lynthari, all-powerful and always watching with amusement, allowing humans to do nearly whatever within these unsaid basic rules, all in order to have some fun.

In the end, it doesn’t matter. Everyone here is just a shadow, a copy of a person who is most likely already dead or maybe even never existed.

And they shouldn’t have messed with what is mine.


CHAPTER 96
JUST BE HAPPY



Turns out the Serpent’s Eye guild master is a normal-looking man. Average height, has a plain face, and even the clothes he wears aren’t eye-catching. The man doesn’t seem strong, dangerous, or authoritative. Yet his level…

[Mana Harbinger - Level ??]

Somewhere deep inside, I feel my competitive spirit rise.

So how did we find the man? Well, we didn’t. He found us.

It was late afternoon, and on arriving back at our base, my luxurious house at the top of a hill overlooking the city, I see the open door.

“I hope you don’t mind that we let ourselves in,” says an average-looking man, seated on my couch, as we enter. He moves a bit to make himself more comfortable and continues, “Or did you think that we didn’t know about your clumsy attempts at spying on us?”

Looking around, I notice twelve more people spread out in the living room and kitchen, all of them over Level 150.

“In fact, the lot of you were so clumsy, I would almost consider it cute. Angry Kittens indeed,” he continues in a deep voice, exuding confidence and a bit of a sneer at the end.

Some of his goons seem amused by what he said, snickering even while others are carefully looking around or appear bored. They seem to not understand why their guild leader would be bothered to personally meet this group, most of whom feel weaker than them.

It isn’t surprising, since I am the only one in our group over Level 150.

The looks they give us are annoying.

The guild master, nonchalantly seated on my couch, props his legs on my table.

It’s infuriating.

“Anyway, you must understand that I’m quite annoyed that you guys beat up my people. Twice.” He shrugs his shoulders. “And I don’t know how you got the lynthari to stop sticking their noses into this, but don’t misunderstand. That’s all they’ll do. They won’t care anymore, no matter what happens to you.”

The twins keep everyone connected, and they’ve been talking ever since we arrived. I’m the only one who hasn’t joined the conversation and blocked their attempts to do so.

“Hey, you, weirdo, stop staring at me.” The man bangs the table with his boots, a big smirk on his face. When I don’t react or answer, he laughs out loud. “Go on, keep hiding your mana. You might surprise some people with your immense mana pool.” As if on cue, several men who came with him giggle.

Should I just kill him right now?

“So my offer is simple, and I would recommend you guys not refuse. It’s a great opportunity.” Another round of cruel laughter ensues. “Serpent’s Eye will be joining Storm Brigade and going on an expedition fairly soon. You might be asking: why is he telling us this?”

The man’s eyes scan each one of us, taking turns. Despite his taunting demeanor, his skill seems real. No matter how cartoonishly evil you appear, you won’t become one of the most powerful people in such a large city without some skill.

“It’s quite simple! Both Serpent’s Eye and Storm Brigade, two of the big five”—he pauses briefly, emphasizing the fact—“can take one small guild with them on this expedition. You know, mentor some people, bring in talented individuals from guilds under them. The usual stuff. And we’ve decided to pick Angry Kittens.”

The way he says our guild name disgusts me to my core.

I hold myself back. The rage that keeps trying to surge to the surface is well-controlled, to the point where I almost want to smile, given how angry I am.

How dare he act like that in my house, toward my people? The man doesn’t know he just signed his death certificate.

I finally allow the twins to connect me to the others, and immediately, the conversation stops when they notice I’ve joined.

(Tess, accept his offer,) is the only thing I say before cutting off the twins’ [Connection].

For the rest of the conversation, I look around and etch the face of each man present into my memory. I remember the words the guild master said. I remember the faces of the men who laughed the most. I remember their mana signatures.

Then, when the conversation ends, the guild master stands up and approaches me. He reaches out, gently tapping the top of my head a few times and then my cheek, all to the laughter of his men.

“Good boy, you’re hiding your mana sooo well,” he says condescendingly, as if talking to a child. Even more people start laughing.

This time I answer, “Thank you, sir.” I feel the corners of my lips turn upward, and I smile at the man. “Thank you very much.”

The expedition the man mentioned? Well, apparently, they plan to sneak into the old capital. You know, the place that is taken over by one of the four Calamities, the Living Tree.

Two out of the five big guilds of the city—oh, the city is called Virelia—so yeah, two guilds are joining forces. By using a map they recently acquired, they plan to sneak into the city and into the house of a man who used to be a Champion.

There are multiple pieces of high-graded equipment they want to get, along with all the wealth the man might have amassed.

Champions, in my estimation, are probably around Level 400 to 500, so it’s no surprise that the man possesses many items that might interest people who are a bit over Level 200 at most.

Their plan is painfully obvious. During the expedition, most of the Angry Kittens will unfortunately perish, and the remaining members will be absorbed into the grand Serpent’s Eye guild.

Lily doesn’t seem to be the only one they’re interested in. They’ve also got their eyes on Tess, and I barely notice, but I catch the guild master’s glance toward Sophie. They seem to harbor some information or suspicion regarding her skill.

There’s a bit more information they provided, but I leave it to the others and return to my room, still feeling a wild rage under my skin.

Without hesitation, I sit on the bed and close my eyes, then start another round of Active Tempering.

I calm myself, set the Mana Regulator to thirty percent, and kinetic energy enters my body as I slide into deep [Focus].

As kinetic energy flows through my body, I move my mana in the way Lissandra showed me, and I’ve further refined it. My mana infuses my bones, muscles, nervous system, and veins, and the strain I feel intensifies.

Taking a short pause and a deep breath, I change the frequency of the kinetic energy, something I learned to do from the Absolute from the second floor and improved upon by observing the Undead Bear on the third.

When everything is ready, I weaken my passives and Reinforcement construct. I don’t even need to turn them off fully since the amount of mana I possess is much higher than during the first active tempering and my constitution hasn’t increased much.

I’m certain I would die if I turned them off completely.

Then, as kinetic energy starts pummeling my body, I increase the amount of mana turned into kinetic energy. Everything else fades from my mind, except for my body being pummeled by the energy flowing through it. My body is about to break but endures thanks to the right frequencies and my [Mana Infusion].

It’s painful, and I taste blood in my mouth, but as the minutes pass, I don’t stop and continuously increase the setting on the Mana Regulator.

Then I remember the man, his tone when he mentioned our guild name, his laughter.

Immediately, I completely turn off my constructs and passives, and the pressure multiplies. I barely get all this energy under my control, multiple wounds begin to appear, one after another, and my body feels as if it’s being pulled apart by a force too strong to handle.

I remember when the man slapped my cheek gently and patted the top of my head.

The setting on the Mana Regulator changes again.

Then I remember the way he looked at members of group 4 as if they were already his.

I lower the effect [Focus] has on my anger, and for a few minutes, while getting blasted by all this force, I just continue to enjoy the feeling of my emotions.

When I get my feelings back under control, active tempering comes to an end. Right after, I turn kinetic energy into thermal, and while my body radiates the heat, I feel my passive working and using that heat to heal me. Slowly but surely. None of the wounds are big enough to require Lily’s help, yet there are so many of them.

Then I check my stats.

Constitution increased by forty, strength by fifteen, and dexterity by ten.

Level 159

Strength: 66

Dexterity: 59

Constitution: 187

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 609 + 609

For a moment, I stare at my stat screen and then send my mana through the house while my passive continues to heal my body.

I locate every single member of group 4, all of them actively discussing something in the living room and throwing ideas around.

A few simple words come to me. They are mine.

Group 4 is mine. They are my people, and I will fuck up anyone who tries to hurt them or take them away from me.

Flashback - Nathaniel Gwyn - 15 years old

“Freak!” The man swings his fist, and the thin, black-haired boy crashes against a table before falling to the floor. Yet the boy’s face remains emotionless as he rises, confronting the man, a growing bruise evident.

“Rob! Stop!” a young woman screams, rushing to the boy, hands cradling his face. “Look what you did to Nat!” she berates her husband, then turns back to the boy.

“Does it hurt?” she asks tenderly.

Both mother and her son possess the same striking black hair and similar facial features.

“Thalia, that brat and his sister creep me out.”

“They’re your children, our children. How can you say that?” Although smaller in stature, the woman confronts the man, fury in her eyes.

“Who knows? Maybe you’ve been messing around,” the man retorts with a cruel smirk on his face.

“Rob, you know I’d never… I love you,” Thalia whispers weakly.

The two are both in their thirties—a young couple who became parents in their teens.

After another exchange and a few more cruel words, the man storms out after shouting a few more curses.

Thalia sighs and embraces the boy. “You have to understand, Natty. He wasn’t always like this. You also should remember how he was when you were younger.” Her petite frame seems even smaller compared to her fifteen-year-old son.

“Mom, it’s fine. Don’t worry about me, okay?” Nathaniel tries a comforting smile but fails terribly, a weird grimace appearing on his face.

“Silly boy…” The woman sighs, pain in her eyes. Pain and hope. “I believe Rob will come back to his old self.” She smiles at her son. Even now she is hoping, but a small part of her seems to realize that it might be too late.

The boy, with his two differently colored eyes, sees through his mother’s façade but remains silent.

“I’m sorry, Natty, sorry that you go through all of this because of your stupid mom. You and Victoria…” The woman’s voice becomes weaker. “I’m so selfish and weak.” She sounds like she is about to cry.

“Don’t be like that. It’s something I chose to endure. It’s all on me.” A genuine smile appears on his face. “I will do that much for you. So please, just be happy.”

“You and your weird pride.” The woman stays quiet for a moment and then whispers, “Thank you. I love you, Natty, and I’m so sorry.” She then lets go, forcing a smile on her face. “I’ll prepare something to eat.”

Nathaniel just nods, and the smile disappears from his face when his mom leaves the room. His expression once again becomes an emotionless mask as he stares at the door through which the man exits.

The woman thinks she’s hidden it from her son, but he’s noticed.

He’s seen how thin she’s become; he felt the twitching of her body as she tried to hide her bruises from him and the heavy layer of makeup masking even more.

Although his face remains unchanged, the look in his eyes shifts, and for a while, he looks at the door before forcing a smile on his face and joining his mother in the kitchen.


CHAPTER 97
IT’S NICE TO SEE YOU



“The expedition will start in three days.” Tess taps on the paper in the middle of the table.

It’s morning, the next day after we got unexpected visitors, and no one has gone out to the city or to hunt. Everyone is staying inside the house. They laugh less; they talk less.

As always, the system knows how to deliver the best wake-up calls.

“As that jerk said, the target is the house and valuables of the Champion. The house is located in the territory of the Living Tree, one of the four Calamities.” She sighs. “I know we have to deal with one of the Calamities sooner or later, but this feels way too soon.”

Hadwin joins the conversation. “I wouldn’t trust them too much when it comes to us being covert. Their hidden tunnels into the house that supposedly allow us to avoid the Living Tree sound sketchy at best. Other than getting rid of most of us to keep some members, they most likely plan to use us as fodder.”

(Food!) Biscuit sends, but everyone ignores him. Everyone except me.

I pick up the doggo and place him on my lap. He tilts his head as if in question. “It will be fine, and it’s fodder not fooder,” I whisper.

He woofs and bumps my chest with his small head. He continues until I pet him, and while I do so, he closes his eyes. When the little doggo is satisfied, he rests his head on my chest, and together we listen to the others.

“There’s no way I’m going to their guild. If they touch me, I’ll use [Disintegration],” Lily says.

“No one will be going to their guild, Lily. We’re all together in this mess.” Tess looks around, her eyes determined.

However, some of our members seem unconvinced. The people who visited us last night were all higher level than us, and the guild master’s strength could be felt even though he was holding back.

I know most of our members haven’t even reached Level 100. Yet why are they so unconfident? From what I’ve seen, I could have defeated most of the guild master’s goons even before I got to Level 100. Sure, they are mostly at 150, but so what?

“If we get a good opportunity, I will take care of the guild master, whatever his name was, and his elites,” I say, and for a moment, silence fills the living room. Yet no one seems to doubt what I said. “We will use them to get the gear and to see what the Living Tree is capable of.”

“His name is Elydor,” Hadwin says after a while. He looks like he wants to ask something, but then he closes his mouth and shakes his head. “Anyway. I’ll go over the info we already bought and find as much as we can on the Living Tree and the old capital. If we approach it smartly, we could turn it into an opportunity, as you said.” Then, without saying anything else, he leaves to do what he just said.

“Nat, do you think your lynthari…friend could help and give us some support?” Tess asks me.

I immediately shake my head. “She won’t.” I can already imagine Myrra’s laugh and glowing eyes if I came to her asking for help again. From our previous conversations, I’m absolutely sure she would have me beg, crawl, and enjoy watching it. Then she would refuse to help anyway, hoping to get some “fun” emotion from me. That’s how she is.

But there’s also another part of me. A part that doesn’t want any help.

“All that’s left is for us to train for a few days before the start of the expedition since hunting is out of the question now,” Maya says as she stretches her hand high above her head. “It’s annoying, but that’s Hell Difficulty, I guess. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s one of the system’s settings to keep throwing this stuff at us.”

Oh, is Maya maybe slightly smart? Finally, someone who understands the ways of the system. I keep telling everyone how assholish the system is.

“Nat, would you like to spar?” Maya asks, to my surprise.

Out of pure curiosity, I agree, and like curious little kittens, four teenagers follow us: Lily, Min-Jae, Dennis, and Aaron.

Izzy, Sophie, and Tess stay behind with the best doggo of the fourth floor.

When we got to the garden, I noticed that it is not in the pristine state as it was when I came here. There are some burns on the ground, deep slashes, cracked ground, and ruined grass.

It somehow irks me. Should I make them pay?

Maya stops opposite of me, and I notice the moment she activates her [Focus]. Her eyes become clearer, and her movements as well. Like a wild beast that is controlling all its power, ready to explode in a deadly attack. Her mana moves smoother than before, and armor forms around her body. Unlike mine, it’s bulkier and seems to be thicker, and the mana that creates it becomes a darker shade of blue than she was using before.

“Nice improvement,” I tell her.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Maya answers me. Affected by [Focus], her words sound calm and confident.

A sword forms in her hand. The weapon is big, massive, and nearly as long as Maya. Yet, because it’s made of mana, it’s much lighter, and Maya has also heavily invested stat points into physical stats so she moves it lightly.

I also slide deeper into [Focus] and observe her.

Maya’s mana moves, and for a moment, it charges wildly through her body. During that half-second, her armor becomes dark blue and non-transparent. Her body also gets a boost, and she rushes at me.

During that brief time, she reaches me and swings her sword three times before her body returns to her original stats.

I dodge all the attacks: the first by tilting my head, the second by jumping over the blade, and the third by stepping backward.

Before she can deal with the aftereffect, I kick her chest armor, and she staggers backward.

“Damn, I hoped to get one hit in,” she says.

“Oi, wouldn’t that cut me in half…” Before I can finish, she does it again. Her armor becomes darker, and her stats significantly strengthen, along with her armor and weapon.

I use [Tether] and create an anchor, right after I jump backward, only for Maya to follow me. She passes by the anchor I left in the air without noticing it and stops to swing at me with the anchor behind her back.

At that moment, I activate [Tether] and reappear behind her in the place of the anchor.

“Nothing personal, ki—” I jump back before I can finish my sentence, I feel movement on the back of Maya’s armor, and a spike extends from it, aiming for where I stood before I dodged.

“I didn’t know you could teleport.” There’s a surprise in her voice, and even through [Focus], I can sense her emotions.

Tss, so bad! How can her [Focus] be so inadequate?

“I didn’t know you could turn into a hedgehog,” I counter, to her amusement.

“That’s the nice part of sparring with you: I can throw anything at you without worrying that you’ll get hurt. Oh, maybe you getting hurt would be even a bonus.” Maya winks at me, and I see that she’s serious.

“What about forgiveness? It’s rude to hold a grudge for so long. It happened on the first floor, didn’t it?” I poke at her.

“Ha! As if you didn’t do the same.”

My silence is enough for her to confirm that, and she laughs shortly.

Her armor once again turns into a darker shade of blue, and the sword in her hands transforms into a spear that elongates, trying to stab my head.

I deflect the spear with the back of my hand and dash at Maya, who continues to track my movement, once again deep inside [Focus]. It surprises me again how unnerving it is when someone watches you with such calm eyes while trying to kill you.

I reach her, and, still boosted by her skill, she lets go of her spear. A dagger forms in her hand, and she stabs at me. I simply cover my palm with resonating mana, allowing her to stab that palm. The dagger seems as if it’s going inside of my hand, but any mana that forms the blade and touches me dissipates as if it’s made of snow and melting in contact with red-hot iron.

Seeing that it doesn’t work, she moves closer to me, and multiple spikes made of mana stab at me from her armor. They are disrupted as well, and her mana returns to a paler blue, causing her to lose some strength.

As she staggers slightly from the aftereffects of her skill, I place my palm on her shoulder, disrupt her armor, and push her away.

“Damn it, I was hoping for something.” Maya deactivates her skills and sighs. “You didn’t even get serious.”

“It’s a gift. Some people are just born pretty and talented. That’s why I have to suffer all this envy.” I shrug.

She rolls her eyes. “Any good advice for me?”

“What’s the name of your new skill?” I ask instead.

Without much hesitation, Maya answers, “[Boost]. It’s a simple skill; I can enhance my stats for a short moment, and my armor becomes stronger. I haven’t used it on [Focus] yet, though.”

“Sounds pretty good,” I reply.

I’ve matured, haven’t I? I’ve learned not to complain when people acquire impressive skills. After all, I have strong skills of my own, so there’s no reason for jealousy.

“It also allows me to ‘boost’ my healing speed or my senses a bit. It’s still at a low level, so it’s challenging, but I believe it’ll improve.”

“Hmm, I see.”

Maya takes a step backward. “Nat, why are you creating that mana baton in your hand?”

“Maya, let’s spar some more.”

“Hey, hey, hey, I don’t like the look in your eyes or the tone of your voice, Nat. At least tell me what I did!”

“So why did you fight Maya?”

“Tess, I did it to help her improve! She gained one more level in [Armament] and two in [Boost].” I mention the name of Maya’s newest skill through clenched teeth.

“Damn it, Nat.”

Later that day, I find myself in the garden again, this time with a different member of group 4, Hadwin. Hadwin watches me closely. It seems that news of my training with Maya reached his ears, and he’s on guard.

“So what are your skills?” I ask him. “Any new ones? Come on, you can tell me. Did you acquire [Singularity], [Invincibility], or maybe something like [Immortality]?”

“What are you even talking about? I have no new skills. I still have [Disruption], [Strengthening], and [Wound Contraction].”

“Oh? You didn’t get a new one?”

“Do you think it’s that easy? No, I didn’t even try. I’ve mostly focused on [Strengthening], and it has served me well. It’s versatile. I can enhance my body and my weapons. It’s simple but effective.” Hadwin shrugs. “That’s why I have this.” He shows me the epic sword he holds.

The sword once belonged to one of the three warriors from the third floor, the one held by a man named Aias. I entrusted it to Tess, along with a bracelet and a crown that Lily is now trying to use.

I agree with Tess on this; the sword is in the best hands and will be most useful with Hadwin.

“I’m curious. Punch the palm of my hand. First, only with your stats, then with [Strengthening].” I point my palm to Hadwin.

Without hesitation, he swings his fist, and it hits the palm of my hand.

Oh? That’s quite good, isn’t it? It seems he has invested some stats into strength and not only into his constitution. When he swings again, this time using his skill, I notice the force of the attack and even use some mana to boost my body. His fist hits my palm, and I add even more mana to strengthen myself, trying not to show it.

He’s getting closer and closer to Level 100. Not too long ago, I was sixty levels higher than him, but I feel that punch right now. Sure, I’m not oriented toward physical stats, but I still think it’s impressive. I’ve also witnessed his endurance, so Hadwin is building up quite well.

“Have you used your upgrade token yet?” I ask, genuinely curious. The upgrade token is something he should have received around Level 75.

“I haven’t used it yet. I’m deciding between upgrading constitution or strength.” He looks at me, a question in his eyes.

“Constitution or strength seem like good choices for you or maybe start allocating more stats into mana.” I raise my hand to stop him, and he closes his mouth, a knowing smile on his face. “It’s not what you’re thinking, Haddy. Upgrade your constitution or strength and begin allocating more stats into mana so you can use your skill more frequently and for longer durations. Don’t invest too much into mana; in your case, maybe twenty percent should be enough. Then put around thirty into constitution and the rest into strength and dexterity. Or mix it up and go with forty for strength, and twenty for mana if you want to double up. Oh, and you could also⁠—”

“Nat, check the Community.” Min-Jae interrupts me mid-sentence, shouting from the window overlooking the garden.

I open the Community.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Dude, finally we are out. I fucking hate the third floor.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Tell me about it. Do you think anyone is here?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - You’re sitting next to me, so why are you asking me in the Community? And yes, I bet that mana maniac and Savi are already here.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Sup.

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Of course he is…

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Fuck you, Noname, and it’s nice to see you.


CHAPTER 98
YOUR FACE



Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Is Savant here as well?

Noname (Hell, group 4) - That loser? Savant arrived a week after us.

Mari (Hell, WhiteWing) - You guys should compete during the tournament.

Mari is one of the members of WhiteWing. She barely speaks, usually letting Lootenant and Brainiac take the lead, but she sometimes chimes in to poke fun at people. Other members of WhiteWing don’t seem too interested in the Community and rarely talk.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - That’s the plan.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Savi! How did you clear the third floor on your own? You’re a monster.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Do not call me Savi. I used my brain, obviously.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - Can you invest stat points into intelligence?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - You wouldn’t, even if it was possible, Noname, lol. Anyway, we lost one of our members. Edwal killed him, you know, the guy Echo who joined us from the Hard Difficulty.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Sorry to hear that (T⌓T)

Lootenant (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yeah, he was a nice guy, but he angered that lightning jerk.

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - So how did you guys clear it?

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Well, we got the warriors first, one after another, and then we went for the king. That guy was no joke, I tell you. But you know, teamwork. There are 12 of us. How about you?

Hadwin (Hell, group 4) - Ten. And even if we consider other groups that are still clearing the 3rd floor, we still don’t know who the remaining ten members are, the ones who haven’t spoken up until now.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Yeah, it’s interesting. Anyway, how we dealt with the Saint is a secret, so don’t even ask.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - No one was going to. Even I’m not that shameless.

I say that after deleting the message where I was going to ask just that.

Noname (Hell, group 4) - If you’re in the mountains. Well, I left quickly.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Great, just great.

Mari (Hell, WhiteWing) - Wow, if even he says that, we should probably leave.

Brainiac (Hell, WhiteWing) - Nice one, Noname! Try sharing more. Maybe you’ll be able to get something through.

I ignore the rest of the conversation. As time passes, we’ve learned how to send subtle hints like this to others, and they return the favor. It’s not much, but it’s something.

In my case, I issue danger warnings. Other members of the Community (wrongly) view me as someone who impulsively jumps into danger, so when I mention being cautious, they interpret it as a severe warning.

They better repay the favor later.

I leave Haddy and the others to chat in the Community and head back to my room. Here, I sit in an armchair that offers a beautiful view of the balcony and, by extension, the city called Virelia.

Damn, I really wanted to explore it a bit more, perhaps go on a treasure hunt, check out the auctions, or simply examine the trees. Instead, I have to deal with a bunch of guys who have a death wish.

Still, there are a few days left, so I can work on my constructs. Out of the four, only one needs some tweaking. Reinforcement. Currently, it drains my mana and uses thirty percent of it to fortify my body. The efficiency isn’t great, so that’s what I’ll work on. I’ll also increase the amount of mana it consumes. Forty percent should be enough.

I enter [Focus] and begin.

Instead of taking just a few hours, it takes almost an entire day, and I end up improving all of my constructs:

Reinforcement (Construct)

Kinetic Mana Heart (Construct)

Mana Regulator (Construct)

Mana Sovereignty Mantle (Construct)

Reinforcement has become more effective. Oh, I didn’t touch Kinetic Mana Heart; that thing is scary. I don’t know what I was thinking when I made it, and now that I know a bit more and have more experience, I’m hesitant to modify it. I might be some kind of genius. Third-floor Nat was impressive, I must admit. Dumb but impressive. Good job, weirdo!

The Mantle shows slight improvement as well, but it’s not much.

However, the biggest change is in the Mana Regulator. The construct can now regulate the amount of mana that my Reinforcement and Kinetic Mana Heart receive. So instead of Reinforcement constantly consuming forty percent of mana, I can adjust it. It can take all of my mana or none—though the latter isn’t something I would want to test.

While the efficiency isn’t as high as when I reinforce my body manually, the gap is narrowing, which is a positive sign.

And speaking of impressive? My Mana Reservoir is filled. My newest passive is now full of my mana, ready for use.

It’s three times the size of my entire mana pool.

If my calculations are correct, I currently hold as much mana as if I had 4,872 stat points invested into it: 609 base plus 609 from attribute upgrades, and then that amount another three times due to the reservoir.

Sure, I know there are upgrades, passives, active skills, and perhaps other stuff that could increase mana to that amount much sooner, and others should be capable of it as well, but this volume is still amazing to me.

I love it, and I’m a tiny bit scared.

Both Lily and I are sitting on the couch, and Lily hands me a crown made of silver metal that the last king wore.

“I tried and tried but couldn’t do anything. I’m not sure what the Saint did to link it to her healing powers,” Lily says, sounding a mix of disappointed and frustrated.

I take a sip of the hot drink I’m holding and stare at the crown in my hand.

Given more time and without the expedition coming closer, I’d examine it a bit more. But I’m already busy leveling up the new active skills I got from my Primary class and haven’t had the chance to work with Sophie on coordinates.

I decide and hand the crown back to Lily. “You can keep it and continue experimenting when you have time. Even if you destroy it, I won’t mind.”

“Oh…” Lily responds, glancing between the crown and me. “Okay, I’ll try!”

“Maybe you should give it to Dennis or Aaron. They might use [Connection] to explore the link it had with the Saint,” Sophie suggests.

Both she and Izzy are seated on the couch opposite us, wrapped under blankets and also sipping hot drinks.

“The twins aren’t very good at handling mana,” I tell her.

“So the crown still functions as a receiver and connector but needs a…signal?” Sophie asks.

“Yes, the plan is to have Lily serve as the new signal,” I say, giving the black-haired girl a pat on the shoulder. She nods energetically in agreement.

“Boring.” Izzy sighs.

“Your face is boring,” I answer quickly, catching her off guard.

“No, your face is boring!” the young girl fires back after a moment.

“Biscuit doesn’t think so, right, buddy?” I turn my head to the right, and the best doggo lying on the couch next to me woofs. “He says your face is boring, Izzy,” I tell the little girl.

The youngest member of the Angry Kittens doesn’t seem to like that, and I can see her gears spinning as she tries to come up with a comeback.

Before she can retort, Hadwin joins us, pulling a chair closer. “We should be ready now. I checked our bags, and we have enough calorie-dense food to last us for a week and plenty of water for at least a few days.”

Tess moves closer and picks up Biscuit, placing him on her lap as she sits next to me. The best doggo doesn’t mind much and closes his eyes as she pets him. “In the worst case, we can use the system shop, so there’s no need to worry about food and water,” Tess says.

“Do you think we can use them to deal with the Living Tree Calamity since we will be there?” Hadwin asks Sophie.

The black-haired girl shakes her head. “I won’t be able to manipulate the guild master or most of his stronger men, maybe just meddle with them slightly.”

“Well, maybe Biscuit said so, but when you were gone, he agreed that your face is boring!” Isabella finally comes up with an answer and says it while smiling victoriously at me.

So weak!

“Oh yes? Yesterday, he told me in my room that your face is boring!”

“Maybe we could pit them against the Tree somehow and then finish off the one that remains, but we don’t even know how strong the Calamity is,” Tess continues talking to Hadwin while petting Biscuit.

“Yes, dealing with the Calamity still feels premature. We should focus on survival and not be too ambitious. Just testing it a bit would be enough.” Hadwin stands up. “I’ll go talk with the boys. Good night.”

“Night, Haddy! Your face isn’t boring at all, unlike Nathaniel’s,” Isabella chirps cheerfully.

“Biscuit, minus fifty nose boops if you tell Izzy that her face is boring.” I turn to the doggo.

Immediately, the little divine beast opens his eyes and turns to the little girl. (Bor…) Biscuit starts but doesn’t finish. He turns to me, a stern look in his eyes.

Have I been betrayed?

“Plus fifty more nose boops,” I say to the little traitor, but the kind doggo doesn’t budge, and Isabella comes rushing to hug him.

“You guys just need to stay careful, and I will handle the Serpent’s Eye guild,” I tell Tess, Sophie, and Lily. “As for the Calamity, we’ll avoid it as much as possible. If it’s as strong as the Colony, we won’t stand a chance without either gaining more strength or having a solid plan.”

The ants aren’t that powerful, but their sheer numbers pose a challenge. I suspect there are even stronger variants. Currently, it’s hard to even imagine a way to defeat this Calamity named the Colony. The Fallen Hero and Living Tree should be at least on a similar level of strength.

Sophie turns to me. “Can you really fight their guild master? He seems to be close to or over Level 200.”

“It doesn’t matter,” is all I tell Sophie, and after studying me for a moment, she nods.

After that, I spend some of my shards to buy five pieces of rare equipment. Hadwin uses one of my epic swords, so he doesn’t get anything. Lily already received a rare amulet from me that helps her defend against magical attacks, and Tess got an endurium javelin back on the third floor. So these three don’t get any new items.

We don’t have enough mana stones to buy good stuff in the city, so I buy four rare light armors for the twins, Min-Jae, and little Isabella. For Sophie, I buy a bracelet that appears to improve her concentration and should enhance her Primary skill.

One thousand, two hundred shards vanish just like that, leaving me with 890 shards. But I don’t mind. It’s just a bit awkward to see them thanking me repeatedly.

Now that I think about it, they live in my house, they receive expensive items from me, so why am I the one doing all the giving? Where’s my plan to stay in the shadows and let them handle the burdensome tasks?

As I watch the twins and Min-Jae excitedly putting on rare armors and checking the effects, I’m already thinking about what I should get from them in exchange. However, I come to a strange realization.

I could ask them to show me everything about their skills, classes, passives, and traits, and help with testing, but they already do that for free. I can ask for mana stones, but I suspect they would give them to me without any issues, only being curious about what I would test. Well, if they had any.

It’s unnerving not to have a clear give-and-take.

When I get to my room and start monitoring the house, I do it more carefully this time, using [Perception] more deliberately. It still annoys me that I couldn’t locate them properly as they sat in the house, despite my skill. Yes, I wasn’t fully attentive in using the skill, and the guild master of Serpent’s Eye is at a higher level than me and probably countered it. But still, it left me feeling annoyed.

Maybe I’ve become too overconfident lately, intoxicated by all this power, and have become more and more careless.

This night, I don’t sleep and continue to ponder over it while monitoring the house. I find an odd comfort in feeling the mana signatures of everyone in the house.


CHAPTER 99
THE OLD CAPITAL



“We came to bring you to join the expedition,” one of the men says as all of us meet in our garden.

There are five guild members from Serpent’s Eyes, all a bit under 150. Even though it’s considered rude, they send their mana to check out our strength.

I use my Mantle and Mana Cycling to hide most of my mana, as before, so they just glance over it in a similar way as their guild master did. Just like him, they think I’m at a similar level to the rest of group 4 and am just trying to hide my mana.

Taking our stuff, we follow them out of our house. Everyone is quiet.

As we pass by one of the restaurants, I notice Myrra sitting on a balcony, eating something and looking down at us. The weirdo lynthari smiles at us, and when she meets my gaze, her smile broadens, and she mouths something that I don’t even bother trying to decipher.

It doesn’t take long before we leave the city, closely following the five men. A bit further, we meet the main group, which is separated into two smaller groups. One of them is Serpent’s Eye with their guild master Elydor and around twenty of his guild members, all of them clearly top of his guild. A smaller but elite force.

Storm Brigade also has around twenty people with them, standing to the side. Unlike Serpent’s Eye, they all wear clothes of a similar shade of blue, and each has a brooch pinned on their chest. A simple silver piece of metal shaped like a lightning bolt.

Then there’s another small guild, Blackrock, the guys who kept annoying our group members. They, along with us, will mostly provide support and probably act as cannon fodder, even though no one says it out loud.

Curious to gauge the reaction of another of the five big guilds of Virilia, I watch Storm Brigade, but they barely show any interest in us. All of them have somewhat stern expressions. Their guild master is called Obelia, a sharp-looking woman with pale brown hair, and her eyes are silver with circuits covering the surface. Most likely a trait.

Elydor approaches us. This time, he’s not as provocative, which confirms my suspicion that he just wanted to provoke us into attacking him so he could deal with us before the expedition. Since it didn’t work, he chose a different approach.

“Just listen and don’t do anything on your own,” he advises.

The implications of not doing so are clear, but it sounds somewhat empty, knowing what his intentions with us are. He turns to leave, joining Obelia and discussing something while we wait.

(Food?) I hear.

“You just ate,” I respond. My answer doesn’t seem to please the gluttonous beast, so I throw him a piece of deer jerky.

“What do you think?” I ask Tess, who stops next to me.

“Other than the two guild masters and a few others, I think most are quite manageable,” she replies.

I can’t help but agree. Tess is already close to Level 120, so dealing with some Level 150 goons doesn’t seem unreasonable. Sure, there are many of them, but I’m confident an opportunity will arise.

“I will try to focus mostly on defending and helping others, so the rest will be up to you,” she tells me.

“Yes, just do as we discussed, and it should be fine,” I respond.

While waiting, I watch a group of ten men working carefully. They clear a big patch of the ground to reveal a large circle made of some metal buried there. After pulling some mana stones from the special box, they place them into a few slots that I make sure to remember, as well as noting which mana stones they use.

In the end, the number of stones they put into the metal circle equates to the value of multiple houses. All of the stones are glowing, filled to the brim with mana.

When they’re done, they approach Obelia. After exchanging a few sentences, the woman steps toward the circle. Her silver eyes, intertwined with circuits, scan everything, and she even sends her mana into one of the stones, causing it to glow brighter.

“We are ready,” she informs Elydor.

“You heard the lady!” the guild master of Serpent’s Eye shouts. “Everyone, get your asses into the circle.”

Knowing what to do, his men move in, as do the Storm Brigade. Hesitantly, Blackrock and the Angry Kittens follow.

The circle is spacious enough to accommodate all of us with room to spare.

After a final check, Obelia retrieves an item from her pocket, placing a mana stone inside it—a mana stone I hadn’t seen until now, probably worth even more than the others. The moment she activates the item, the circle starts drawing power from the stones her men placed, illuminating it, entirely covered in circuits that twist, bend, and interweave.

A few more seconds later, it finally happens. All the mana gets redirected, filling the ground beneath us. What follows is the sensation of falling, immediately followed by the feeling of being pulled upward. When it stops, a second later, I find myself in a different location.

The surrounding landscape is familiar, a vast rocky plain devoid of vegetation, with a city ahead. But this city is different from Virelia.

The old capital is much larger, with fewer towers, although most are in ruins. The walls of the buildings have a faint glow, remnants of their past splendor. But the most eye-catching part of the city is the Tree.

A tree much larger than those in Virelia. This one reaches toward the sky, its branches seeming to touch the clouds and cast shadows over the entire city. The Tree is leafless and appears sickly, as if dying, yet the amount of mana it radiates is astonishing, even from this distance. Its power seems close to the three-question-mark hydra Lissandra once tore apart.

Tess confirms my observation. “Three question marks, the Sunseeker Tree.”

“So likely between Level 300 to 450,” Hadwin chimes in, with all of us grouped together. “But it appears…sick?”

I can’t help but agree; the Tree seems ancient, withered, and barren. Could this Calamity be an easy one? That’s unlikely. The system wouldn’t allow such a twist.

The Tree will undoubtedly awaken and reveal itself as the most powerful mage ever. Even the archmages from the zoo might face competition from the plant kingdom. Perhaps the future Earth’s Absolute will be a random plant. A were-weed? Cinderweed?

“It doesn’t feel as strong as the Paragons of the Empire I met,” Sophie notes. “Even when they restricted their mana, they felt much more threatening.”

“Champions, Paragons should be over 450, and Absolute is even beyond that. The Tree here seems to be around 300. Maybe slightly weaker because it’s sick?” I share after observing it and comparing my impressions with what I felt on the second floor.

This observation leads to more questions.

On the first floor, the power scaling seemed relatively standard. On the third as well with most enemies were fifty to one hundred levels higher than us, with the higher end representing the “bosses” of the floors.

The fourth floor follows a similar pattern. Slightly more challenging than the third, as there are humans and lynthari over 200, with some of us below 100, and even stronger boss monsters in exchange for allowing us to use the city and its sources to take down Calamity.

But what about the second floor? All of us were under Level 50, yet we met Champions and Paragons and even Lissandra, who was well over them. How does that make sense? Is the second floor meant to be somewhat special?

I feel a presence moving toward our group, so I return my attention to tracking the mana signature. It’s not like I’m examining it closely; at best, I can say it’s like looking with my mana sense, which seems to be acceptable as long as the touch isn’t too intrusive.

The one approaching us is Obelia, guild master of the Storm Brigade. She stops in front of us; her silver eyes interwoven with mana circuits study me. Her face remains mostly expressionless.

“I felt you examining the array,” she says. “Next time, don’t do that, please. They are sensitive, and you could end up interrupting the process.” After that, the woman departs, heading back to her guild.

“I have goose bumps from the way she moves,” Lily murmurs, and I can’t help but agree.

“Okay, fellow colleagues! Time to get ready,” Elydor announces, clapping his hands together.

For tens, even hundreds, of years, people have actively avoided the old capital after numerous expeditions full of powerful individuals perished. Yet this one will be different; that’s what the guild master of Serpent’s Eye claims. The man has been preparing for the expedition for a long time, driven by his greed for the items he could acquire. He was even greedy and confident enough to have us join, so he could have a healer for himself in addition to the items.

His greed and confidence are almost admirable.

“First, I would like to thank Obelia and her Storm Brigade for bringing us here, saving us weeks of monotonous travel and substantial expenses,” Elydor says and smiles.

He lifts up his hand, displaying a peculiar star-like mana stone. “This is the reason we are here: a record created by a man who served the Champion that once resided in the old capital. The record was made before his death and passed on to his family in hopes it would aid them in the future. The most remarkable part is that the man managed to flee when the old capital fell, surviving the onslaught of the Living Tree.” Elydor points at the colossal leafless tree standing in the distance, overshadowing the city’s remnants.

“After I, with a lot of luck, got this record, it took years to decode. A challenging task, revealing much about the immense skills of a man who served under a Champion.” He reaches into his pocket and tosses another stone toward Obelia, who swiftly catches it. “A copy for our esteemed colleagues, as promised.”

Obelia stares at the stone for a moment and then hands it to the woman next to her, who takes out some items and starts examining it.

“Original,” Obelia tells Elydor.

Annoyance flashes over the man’s face, but it disappears as if it never existed, and he smiles. “Sure, dear Obelia.” He then hands the original to one of his men, who takes it and moves toward the Storm Brigade, holding it while they observe it.

[Mana Harbinger - Level ??]

As I look at the text over Elydor’s head, I think about how strong he could be. Surely as strong as one of the three warriors from the third floor, but stronger than the last king?

When I look at Obelia, I also check the text over her head.

[Stormshaper - Level ??]

These two will be the biggest problem and around five more that are close to 170.

Seeing that most of the expedition just sits down with a few keeping watch, I do the same, looking at the city in the distance and the giant tree that towers over it.

“It’s creepy, isn’t it?” Lily plops down next to me and then moves even a bit closer, our shoulders almost touching.

Damn, even here she keeps trying that? It’s silly, but I gotta admire the grind.

“Lily.” I hesitate for a moment. Should I say it out loud now? It could mess with her a bit and having a freshly rejected healer could get dangerous.

“Yup, I know, you don’t like me, not the way I like you,” she interrupts. “But, Nat, that doesn’t change anything for me. I will keep trying and will keep trying to sneak to you while staying patient.” Her smile is warm.

“What are you, a stalker?” I ask.

That surprises her, and her eyes shake. She opens her mouth and closes it a few times.

It seems that I have caused critical damage. “Don’t plant death flags and just focus on the expedition, okay?”

“So how do you even defeat something so giant?” She changes the topic, gesturing at the Tree. “I don’t think my skill could hurt it much. It’s just too big.”

One of the twins hears that as he passes by and doesn’t miss the chance.

“That’s what she said.” That starts another round of bickering.

Yet even as they do that, I notice the way they carefully watch the people near us, and as they continue to monitor the area, everyone in their own way. Their bodies, even though relaxed, are ready to move, and their eyes are smiling as they joke, but they still feel dangerous and wild.

And it’s not just the twins and Lily; everyone from the group is like that. Tense, wild, and ready to attack.

Ten of us and Biscuit against forty elite members of two of the five big guilds plus their guild masters and another ten members of Blackrock, a small guild. And one giant tree in the distance. A tree that used to be powerful enough to deal with a Champion but for some reason lost a big part of its strength, judging by its current state.

Oh, and there are plenty of items. These items were owned by a man bearing the title of Champion. Someone like that won’t have low-quality ones, right?

Anyway, I will be taking them.


CHAPTER 100
IT’S TOO EASY



It takes a few more hours for Elydor and Obelia to hash things out. It seems like Elydor used Obelia and her guild to get there, offering them support and promising her a percentage while withholding a lot of information from her, sharing it only now.

He most likely did this out of fear that the information would fall into the wrong hands.

So Obelia and her guild examine the star-shaped mana stone under the watchful eye of a member from Serpent’s Eye, and then they discuss.

While we wait, I continue to practice trying to etch coordinates into the mana stone. Sophie notices and joins me, sitting by my side and watching the process while giving her opinion on it.

There’s also one woman, apparently named Eve, who keeps eyeing Tess with hateful eyes. When I ask Tess about them, she just tells me not to bother, so I do just that.

“Did you guys try selling mana stones to the system shop?” I ask when Sophie and I take a break.

“Almost as soon as we got some. You need to sell so many of them to barely get some shards that it’s not even worth it.” She examines the mana stone in her hands and hands it back to me after making some suggestions. “We also tried to go into high-end shops, touch expensive items, and try to sell them. It didn’t work; the system didn’t consider us as owners of the item to sell it.”

“How about buying common and uncommon gear and selling it?” I ask.

If we become rich enough, we could buy plenty of them to get some easy shards.

“That did work a bit better. You can buy common gear from the shop for twenty shards, but buying a common sword here and trying to sell it to the system shop would usually get us only around one or two shards. If you buy an item from the system for twenty shards and sell it back, you get ten shards.” Sophie pauses and glances at a group of two big guilds talking.

She turns back to me. “We have a theory that it’s either the system limiting our ability to exploit it this way, or there are requirements we don’t know about, or the system simply considers us getting these items too easily, so that’s why it’s low.”

“We should try creating our own items; they could be worth more than items already existing on the fourth floor,” I say.

Sophie thinks about it for a moment. “I think you’re right.”

I hand her the mana stone and continue to think. It’s a shame; it would be nice to get some easy shards, but obviously, the system will hold us back. Even the epic items I got from the third floor are worth only two hundred shards, while the system sells them for over four thousand. There’s still so much to examine.

“Get ready, we will head out!” one of the men from Serpent’s Eye shouts, and immediately, the atmosphere changes. Everyone becomes a bit more tense and on guard.

We’ve known about Calamities only for a few days, so I wonder how it is for the natives of these floors who grew up hearing about them, about the people these Calamities killed.

Yet they are still here, a group of humans motivated by greed and willing to risk their lives. Some things don’t change no matter where you are.

We move closer to the city while still keeping a long distance between us. Following a map left on the mana stone, Elydor leads us down the hill and then sideways toward one of the cliffs nearby. Near the bottom of the cliff, we stop.

Multiple members of both large guilds start scanning the area with their senses and mana to try to detect something.

Out of curiosity, I use my [Perception], but not knowing what to look for makes it even more difficult. Yet I continue to try and even consolidate my [Focus] to do so.

And then I feel it. A tiny, weak mana signature on the side of the cliff. The signature is extremely faint, but the mana I feel from it is so different from any mana I’ve felt until now, so I detect it.

I cancel my skills and then continue to recreate the signature in my head, examining it. I do so for a few more minutes, and that’s also when a notable member of Serpent’s Eye finds it. The man was the one who laughed the most when Elydor came to visit us so unexpectedly.

“Good job, Varrik.” Elydor smiles proudly, seemingly poking fun at Obelia because his guild member found it first, whatever it is.

We then wait another hour while he approaches that tiny dot of mana signature and places the star-shaped mana stone on it. There seems to be a special method he needs to use, so that’s what takes him a while. When he finally does, only a flash of mana is sent into the area and nothing else changes.

The man then puts his hand on the side of the cliff, and it burrows inside as if there’s no wall at all; the hand just disappears into the stone.

“Okay, good, everyone get combat ready!” On his order, people shed some of their bulkier clothes and even take out their weapons.

Some start strengthening their bodies; others start charging their skills. There are a few with eyes that start shining or tattoos appearing on their skin, charged with mana.

And I don’t know where to look; it’s all too fascinating to observe.

“You, brat, go in first,” Elydor says with a cruel smile, pointing at Min-Jae.

That gets some smirks from some of his men, and Varrik, the one who found the entrance, visibly smiles. Obelia and her guild remain silent. They don’t seem to enjoy the spectacle as much as Serpent’s Eye, yet they do nothing.

Min-Jae, on the other hand, starts to panic a bit and freezes on the spot, unable to respond.

“Are you deaf? Come here and⁠—”

“I will go first,” I interrupt and step closer to the guild master of Serpent’s Eye, the man named Elydor.

He looks surprised for a moment but then just nods. “You’re the one who keeps controlling his mana, aren’t you?” He stops in front of me and places his hand on my shoulder.

“Go on, get in.” He pats my shoulder a few times and then pushes me toward the entrance. “You have one minute to examine what’s there and then get out.”

But I already ignore him and gather mana inside my body. I don’t even glance at Min-Jae to see his expression. I’m sure it would be annoying.

Taking a step, I pass through the stone and immediately form a mana orb filled with thermal energy to illuminate the surrounding area engulfed in total darkness.

It’s a tunnel.

Just a somewhat regular-looking tunnel with surprisingly smooth walls, floor, and ceiling, all made from the same material.

After releasing my mana into the area and receiving no feedback, I send my orb ahead. The tunnel continues for a surprisingly long time, moving straight ahead, and at the end, there’s a twisted staircase leading downward, also made of the same material as the rest of the tunnel.

I create a few mana projectiles and position them in front of me. I even activate [Mana Domain] and, as a final test, leave an anchor behind, taking a few steps to check for traps.

Finding nothing, I return to where I came from before the minute passes and step back outside.

“Oh, good job, maybe you can be our scout,” Elydor says with a smile, his eyes challenging me to react.

But I just nod. “I’ll do it,” I respond while sinking deeper into [Focus].

When all of us enter the tunnels, I don’t summon my orbs. Instead, others light the area while I keep observing Elydor and his men.

Could I kill him? Most likely yes. His men and he at once? Also, probably yes, but it would be close. With Obelia and her guild, along with a few dozen more people, my chances are slim, not to mention the risk of them killing someone from group 4. So, if I’m not absolutely sure I can protect them or that we can confront them together without someone getting killed in the crossfire, it’s better to keep myself calm. I can wait for a better opportunity.

Ignoring the looks from group 4 and making my decision, I start walking first. My mana is constantly cycling through my body, ready to explode at any moment, and my regulator is converting eighty percent of my mana regeneration into strengthening my body.

The expedition continues to walk through the tunnel, our steps echoing. After reaching the stairs, I begin descending, constantly sending my mana ahead.

My mind is sharp, and there’s no hesitation in my steps. As always, during such situations, I’m weirdly calm.

We spend a few minutes on the stairs, and I constantly sense other people sending their senses ahead or all around. They, too, are checking for traps or anything suspicious.

Yet there’s nothing. The stairs end, and the tunnel changes its direction, this time heading right toward the city and slightly slanted downward. The material it’s made of remains the same, but this time, the tunnel is a bit wider. It’s tall enough even for a lynthari to walk without bending their head and wide enough for ten people to walk side by side.

The longer we’re in the tunnel, the more I notice things.

[Perception - Level 35 > Perception - Level 36]

The walls aren’t just simple stone; there are veins of a strange material embedded and running through them. Every time I try to examine them, I feel my skill being deflected, as if the material is being evasive.

Some sort of camouflage? To hide the tunnel leading under the city? I suspect that they are circuits that used to be filled with mana, creating some effect, perhaps enhancing the tunnel’s ability to conceal itself. But right now, they are nearly empty, with just weak wisps of mana flowing through them.

In almost absolute silence, we walk for several hours, with only the occasional conversation. Nerves are at their peak, and I can sense the ways others change how they use skills over time—they become more careless or increasingly irritated, wasting mana.

Some even start to use their skills more frequently, more nervous than ever.

I, on the other hand, become calmer and calmer, and my steps quieter. The longer we walk, the more I rely on my skills to warn me in case something happens.

But there’s nothing. It’s easy, and when we reach the end of the tunnel, everyone hesitates, a shared sentiment evident on their faces.

It’s too easy.

More mana flows from their bodies as we continue to climb another set of stairs. By the time we reach the door, it feels as though they’re about to explode.

“What the fuck!” one of the men screams. “How is it so⁠—”

“Shut up.” Elydor turns to him, and the man instantly quiets down. No one else dares to speak.

The guild master of Serpent’s Eye appears calmer than most of them. He approaches the door that has a similar mana signature to the entrance on the side of the cliff.

“This will take a while,” he says, moving past me to address his men.

Biscuit gets in his way, and a short blast of mana sends the corgi flying, even though he tries to defend himself with quickly created purple tentacles. The piece of dried deer meat that Biscuit was excitedly bringing to me fell down, and with a whimper, the small corgi landed on the ground.

“Get that fucking creature away from me,” Elydor says and turns to his men.

[Focus - Level 36 > Focus - Level 37]

Biscuit looks around, stress evident in his eyes, and then he moves toward me, slightly limping. He pushes his head against my leg, and I reach down to pet him.

“Just hold on a bit longer, okay? As I said before, don’t attack them yet,” I whisper so only he can hear and continue to him.

(Hurt,) sounds in my head while he limps. Not knowing what to do, I just continue to pet his small head.

I look up and see Tess holding back Lily, and Hadwin doing the same for others. It seems most difficult for Sophie, who has to physically restrain Isabella from doing something stupid.

My eyes shift slightly toward Elydor, who is talking to Varrik, his strongest man, seemingly indifferent to what just happened.

One of his men makes a joke, and Elydor laughs briefly before shaking his head. He then returns to showing them the star-shaped mana stone and discussing how to unlock the door.

[Focus - Level 37 > Focus - Level 38]


CHAPTER 101
UNDERNEATH THE COLOSSAL SHADOW



Itake Biscuit to Lily, who carefully heals him with a glimmer of mana, so others won’t notice it. The process takes much longer than it could have, but thankfully, the wound isn’t that serious.

(Nat, how can you just let them do this? Let’s just fight them! We can do it easily!) Min-Jae shouts through the twins’ skill.

A few people from two big guilds notice the link in between us, but they don’t seem to care enough to stop us.

(Kim, use your head, okay? There are fifty of them. Even if we could defeat them all, what do you think would happen if we start fighting here, in the tunnels? How many of you do you think would die?) Tess responds.

Min-Jae immediately quiets down, and words from the girl he has a crush on probably sting even more.

(Two guild masters over 200, five people over 170, and another twenty or so around 150. Most of us aren’t even at 100. Stay low, and once the expedition is over, we’ll get stronger and have our revenge,) Hadwin says, supporting Tess and also addressing Min-Jae.

His words are logical. We are severely outmatched, and even though we’re treated as fodder, he hopes we’ll survive. Hadwin thinks we can’t handle that many humans with such high levels.

He’s mistaken.

The entire Serpent’s Eye is already dead, and the Storm Brigade will join them if they make a move.

I’ll make sure of it.

It takes a few more hours to open the door. They constantly examine the star-shaped mana stone and even draw some circuit-like symbols on the door with white paint that seems to conduct mana very well.

Elydor is the one who unlocks the door, his mana radiating from his body. He continues to feed it to the symbols, adjusting them constantly. His eyes focus, and he finally takes a step closer and places the mana stone against the door.

They shake slightly, and although nothing appears to change, I sense they’re open, similar to the ones in the hill.

“What do you think, Obelia? Quite good, isn’t it?” With a smile, he turns to the guild master of the Storm Brigade, but the woman doesn’t even bother to reply.

Elydor’s mana stops radiating, and even his residual mana in the air gets pulled back into his body. He turns around, searching. His eyes land on me, and I anticipate his next words. “Get your ass going and scout for us.”

“Sure,” I reply as I rise to my feet.

I cut off the twins’ [Connection] when some of them started complaining uselessly.

It’s hard to understand them properly. Sure, I know why they are angry. Who would be happy to be ordered around like that? To be sent to risk their lives while being looked down upon. Yes, it’s hard to endure, and yes, some of them might feel like their pride is hurt.

But it’s slightly different for me. Elydor is already dead, and his men are already dead; I’m just deciding when I will let them know that. I will do it in a way that benefits me the most while being the safest for me and for this silly group 4.

Maybe I will try to pit them against the Calamity to see what it is capable of. Maybe I will let them collect the items we are after and then deal with them.

“You listen really well, don’t you? Maybe I should keep you and help you control the immense mana you’re hiding,” Elydor whispers as I pass by him. Yet I ignore his words and pass through the door.

Immediately after entering, I scan the area around me and create a few orbs to light the room. Yet, as before, there’s no danger. I don’t feel any mana; there’s no threat.

The room I’m in is a simple living room, and I’ve just passed through one of its walls. It’s somewhat luxurious but not excessively so. After all, layers of dust cover everything. In the corner, there’s a broken window with the floor around it wet and rotting; some greenery even grows on it. The rest of the furniture is in a similar state, either dry and breaking or wet and rotting, depending on its location in the room.

The wooden floor beneath my feet feels soft, and the walls are pale, having lost their once-vibrant colors.

I send a few strong pulses of mana through the house and only detect a few weak mana signatures. Nothing else. Even as my mana reaches beyond the house, I don’t sense anything. There’s no life; the entire area feels dead.

A minute passes, and I go back through the door into the tunnels, where Elydor’s second-in-command welcomes me with a smile.

The man, called Varrik, says, “Good job, newbie!” He taps my shoulder and then, along with a few others, passes through the door, quickly followed by more people.

“I don’t like them,” Izzy complains as she reaches my side, closely followed by Sophie. “They feel ugly.” The little empath then connects to my feelings, and I let her. She stares at me for a while.

“You’re so weird. Everyone else is scared or worried, so why aren’t you?” Isabella whispers.

“You’re not scared either,” I reply.

“That’s because of Sophie’s skill,” she says, and I notice Sophie twitch, a hint of guilt flashing across her face.

“I’m also using a skill. You should know that,” I tell her.

“Yes, but…it’s not just the skill. You’re just weird.” Isabella shakes her head.

“Come on, move.” One of the men from Serpent’s Eye pushes us, and we also pass through the door, greeted by Obelia and a few of her guild members drawing some circles onto the walls with paint that conducts mana very well.

“I think we’re in the right place. One of the smaller houses near the mansion, just as the plans said,” Obelia says after looking around and sending mana into the area.

Everyone does something similar and tries to scout the area with their skills. Then, a few minutes later, a woman moves closer to Obelia and hands her a few small mana stones. “We did a scan and inscribed a map of the area into the stone, guild master.”

“Thanks, Jenna,” Obelia says, then hands a few of the small stones to Elydor. “You can make more copies on your own.”

The room can barely contain that many people, and it’s bustling. Mana continues to be sent into the surrounding area, and some men and women even release small animals they have a connection with to scout.

No one leaves the room yet, and a few members of each guild even create some temporary barriers around us.

They all seem efficient and professional. No unnecessary words are spoken, and everyone appears to do what they are accustomed to during such expeditions.

“Guild master,” one of Elydor’s men says, “we didn’t detect any barriers, no traps, no signs of life. We also keep monitoring the Living Tree.”

“Good,” Elydor responds, then turns to the room. “So far, everything has been straightforward, but don’t let your guard down. Remember where we are and act accordingly. We will follow the plan: get into the main house, take everything we can, and we’ll split the loot after we get back to Virelia. We don’t want to stay here too long and alert the Calamity to our presence, so be quick. Use mana to scan the area as little as possible. Do not send your senses toward the Tree. Do not move toward it. Do not even look at it.” His last words seem to be mostly directed at the two small guilds that are part of this expedition.

Following his order, his men reduce their mana output slightly, and even the Storm Brigade does so after Obelia instructs them.

This time, I’m not sent to scout, and all of us in a big group leave the smaller house. Our steps are quick as we pass by an overgrown old garden and multiple smaller houses. The atmosphere is tense, and the approaching darkness doesn’t help. While there is still light, we move swiftly, no one wanting to be left alone or separated from the group.

The worst part is seeing the shadows of leafless branches that hang over the entire city. Every once in a while, they emit soft creaking noises as a strong wind blows through them high in the air. The Living Tree’s trunk is still far away, but even from this distance, it’s evident how enormous it is. It’s so vast that it doesn’t fit into my field of view, and I have to look around, yet I still can’t take it all in.

It’s gigantic.

When we enter the main house, there’s a sigh of relief from everyone, but I become a bit nervous. I could have sworn I felt a pulse of mana around the edges of the city, but I do not dare try to examine it.

Following the plans, which they likely had from the start, and using shaped mana stones, both big guilds move through the house, going from door to door, while we and Blackrock, another small guild, are left downstairs with a few people keeping watch.

Minutes pass, and occasionally, amidst the tense atmosphere, we can hear surprised shouts and excited talking.

The main house is in much better condition, with walls made from more durable stone and even glass. Mana circuits are everywhere, powering some peculiar effects, yet they’ve long been devoid of mana. Even the insides of the walls are full of them: the floors, the glass. And the more I examine, the more I am amazed by the amount of work and time it must have taken to create all this.

Maya turns to me. “Why did they even bring us here if we’re only tagging along?”

Hadwin answers instead of me. “It’s simple: we’re fodder tagging along in case something happens. But so far, this is too easy, too easy. We should be ready for anything the moment we get out of the city.” He pauses. “Or maybe we should run for it right now?”

“They locked the door, and Elydor has the key,” I say, disappointing everyone.

No one wants to try anything, not while we’re so close to a three-question-mark monster. Even the idea of dealing with fifty or so people seems like a much better option.

After what feels like ten more minutes, everyone returns to us. Some of the men and women are nearly laughing with a big smiles on their faces. They are holding weapons, large mana stones, or full boxes. All items are meticulously packed, and at just a simple glance, it’s clear that they’re not commonly found.

Elydor even comes back with two of his men carrying a large chest that seems heavy, even for two high-level men. It seems to be made from weird black wood-like material and there are no locks on it.

Obelia and her guild also seem satisfied, and Obelia herself holds something with a shape reminiscent of a spear, just tightly wrapped in cloth.

It takes a few more minutes for everyone to return, each one laden with as many items as they could carry. The Champion’s house, still brimming with artifacts, seems to lack any strong protection. After hundreds of years, the mana likely no longer powers the defenses or traps.

Our return journey is quick and easy. There are no enemies. There are no surprises. Everything goes smoothly, even as we pass through the hidden passage in the living room back into the tunnels.

When Elydor locks the passage behind us, a few members of the expedition start laughing out loud, congratulating themselves. The atmosphere remains tense, but it’s noticeably more cheerful as we swiftly move through the tunnel beneath the city. Some of them are already planning to return to loot again.

I sense something ahead of us before anyone else does, but I keep it to myself.

We continue to walk for another minute, and then a few of the more perceptive ones catch on as well. The atmosphere shifts immediately. There’s a flurry of harsh words exchanged, and they hasten their pace.

But it doesn’t matter. We reach a part of the tunnel that must be just under the edge of the city, and there, in front of us, stands a barrier made of pale white mana blocking our way.

They don’t want to believe it at first, so they keep sending their mana to examine it, but it’s futile. Just like me, they realize a spherical barrier envelops the entire city. Something only one entity in the area could accomplish.

We’ve been trapped by one of the four Calamities: the Living Tree.

Just then, a new side quest pops up.

Side quest: Survive


CHAPTER 102
NOT YET



Icheck the side quest and its reward.

Side quest: Survive

Reward: 500 shards

Seeing how high the reward is, this is dangerous. Yet it still feels low; aren’t we against the Calamity?

“No, no, no, no,” Elydor mumbles under his breath while he examines the barrier. With his class, Mana Harbinger, he’s probably already realized how strong the barrier is.

“Varrik, go and keep watch. Take Samuel and Otto,” he quickly calms down and orders his men. “Evir and Zen, get your asses over here and take a look at this with me.”

Everyone else is pushed away from the barrier, and in the darkness of the smooth-walled tunnel lit by a few skills, they start examining the barrier. At the same time, a few more people from Storm Brigade also disappear to where we came from, toward the passage to the Champion’s house, to keep watch.

There is a hint of panic on everyone’s faces as they move around, trying to find a way to pass through the barrier.

(Try to stay calm and be ready for anything,) I say through the link the twins set up for us, and while looking around, I notice Obelia staring at me.

It’s not the first time that has happened. Ever since she felt me examining the circle that teleported us here, she keeps glancing at me once in a while. Once, she even asked one of her guild members to examine me, and I felt a thin, almost impossible-to-notice thread of mana reaching me. After I noticed it and destroyed it, they didn’t try again.

She reacts to me catching her gaze by nodding shortly, as if in some sort of greeting, and I return the gesture. Obelia then turns back to her guild. Her face is still calm, and her eyes covered in circuits continue to look at the pale white barrier created by the Living Tree.

“This doesn’t seem that good,” Tess whispers next to me, not using the twins’ link probably because she doesn’t want them to hear.

“After a few days, they will find out that they can’t pass through the barrier, so they will most likely want to get back into the city and try to find a different way,” I answer in a whisper.

“But the Tree already seems to know about us, so the ones that exit the tunnels would most likely end up dead. Even though I still don’t know why the Tree is not attacking us inside of the tunnels,” she says back.

“Yes, they will send us out first, and Tess, we are not strong enough to face the Tree. Not right now, not without more preparation,” I tell her.

Tess just nods solemnly. “We will have to fight if they try to push us out.” There is a determination on her face.

“Oh, and, Tess.” I move closer and whisper even more quietly, “We already are under the attack of the Tree.”

Her eyes widen, and she leans her face closer to me. “Nat, what is happening?” There is urgency in her voice.

“The moment we reached the barrier, the Tree started attacking us. It’s some sort of hard-to-detect attack that uses really small amounts of mana. It’s almost unnoticeable,” I tell her.

I feel in the air tiny particles of mana that try to reach our bodies, touch them, enter them, and then do something to them. I’m not at the point where I’ve found out what they do, but there’s no way I would allow them to touch us.

“So, Tess, I’m dealing with it and also protecting our group, but it’s difficult. Tell the others to group a bit more and move somewhere to the side, a bit further away from the barrier,” I say.

At that moment, my skills level up.

[Perception - Level 36 > Perception - Level 37]

[Mana Domain - Level 2 > Mana Domain - Level 3]

To defend against that attack, I’m using my domain to create a field around myself, and it expands enough to cover members of our group. Then, while using [Perception], I locate particles of mana and then destroy them with my own mana, which is easier to manipulate within [Mana Domain].

It’s hard to do, so it takes quite a bit of my attention, and sometimes some particles slip by me, and I have to use [Resonance] to destroy them.

I try running a disruptive field, but it doesn’t work that well. It’s almost as if the Tree’s particles are hard to hit without locating them first. The attack of the Calamity is not that strong; it’s just hardly noticeable, slow, and constant. To be honest, I’m not sure how long I can keep it up.

Because most of their attention is on the barrier, almost no one notices it, well, except Obelia. The woman notices my usage of my skills, and after talking with a few more of her guildmates, they also find out what is happening and then urgently start doing something similar to what I do.

They don’t bother telling Elydor, but they are a bit less careful than me, so Elydor notices them using mana and then examines the air. A series of curses that escape his mouth are quickly followed by him starting to radiate a lot of his mana that starts to push all the particles away.

Where I try to use as little mana as possible, he just uses constant pressure that creates a field in a larger area, and a few of his men do something similar.

Yet some smaller particles continue to pass by, something I notice while trying to use [Resonance], but they do not.

(Aaron, connect me to Obelia,) I say through the link, and soon he does so.

The guild master of Storm Brigade accepts the link he creates, curiosity getting the better of her.

(Not enough,) I say through the link and then disconnect.

For the first time, a hint of surprise appears on her face, and hurriedly, she starts examining the air around her guild members.

That much should be enough.

Half a day passes, and they are still at it. The symbols are continuously drawn around the barrier and filled with mana. Items are used, even some they just took from the Champion’s manor.

They even attack the barrier with dozens of different attacks. Yet there is no change at all.

Min-Jae says that the tunnel is a few miles long, so there should be enough air for months for us. We also have plenty of food, so no one panics thus far, nor throws around ideas of leaving the tunnels.

The attack we are under is well known already, and they continue to have a few people to deal with it. At some point, Elydor creates some item out of an expensive-looking mana stone, and it’s enough for his men just to infuse it with mana, and it creates a field that pushes away the invisible mana particles of the Calamity.

They also notice that just a simple push is not enough, so there are a few more men and women from both of the big guilds who keep switching places and continue to push away the particles using a lot of mana. They do it successfully, but it takes a toll on them.

(Asshole?) Biscuit asks me in my head.

I reach out and pet him. (Not yet.)

Two more days pass. And for some, it’s getting harder and harder. The ever-present silence and darkness of the tunnels, the constant attack from the Living Tree, and the barrier blocking us are enough to put most of the people on edge, and even some members of group 4 become a bit touchy.

The twins become quieter. Isabella starts spending more and more time near me, connecting to my emotions. She says that it’s hard to handle feeling the constant nervousness of others, even though Sophie’s skill blocks some of Isabella’s fear.

She also says that I am weird as I continue to play with the mana stone in my hands while observing their attempts to break the barrier.

I gulp down the piece of dried meat and just shrug my shoulders.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 39 > Mana Manipulation - Level 40]

[Mana Domain - Level 3 > Mana Domain - Level 4]

Three more days pass, and the first of my skills reaches Level 40. I make significant progress while trying to inscribe circuits into the mana stone.

Sophie, wanting to take her mind off what’s happening, also starts helping me, especially now that Isabella almost constantly stays by my side.

Lily offers for me to try using her [Disintegration] on the barrier, but I just tell her to wait. Even though her skill is terrifying, I don’t think she has enough mana to destroy it or create a passage. Not without sacrificing most of her body to do so.

Tess is trying hard to keep the group from becoming too…unbalanced, and it seems to be getting harder.

After one unsuccessful attempt to destroy the barrier, Elydor notices me sitting there, examining the mana stone. Angry and frustrated, he sends a pulse of mana at me, destroying the stone in my hands and throwing me against the wall.

I apologize and then watch as even Obelia tries to calm him down.

In the end, he lets me go, and I pull out another mana stone and continue what I was doing again, this time a bit more carefully and attempting to hide the stone.

Some members of group 4 give me worried glances that I don’t understand, especially now that I constantly keep [Focus] running and actively blocking certain emotions.

SOPHIE MARTINEZ

He is becoming quieter and quieter. He wasn’t that talkative before, but now he rarely says anything.

A week has already passed. A week in these terrible, always-dark tunnels, and everyone is growing tired from the constant worry and the ever-present darkness. Yet he continues to sit there, lit by a few orbs floating nearby, his eyes glowing as he continues to examine the barrier of the Living Tree, attempts to break it, and the mana stone that he has now hidden in the sleeve of his shirt.

It’s amazing how much progress we made in the past few days, something that would surely have taken us much longer outside. The inscription he works on is way beyond me, but even that is enough to help me to improve my skills, just from observing.

But I worry. I worry for Isabella, who tries to act brave, but I feel she’s trying to only focus on his feelings and not even touching mine. I can’t imagine how terrible it must be for her, feeling the emotions of everyone. So she clings to him as if he is her raft in a stormy sea.

Nathaniel doesn’t seem to mind it that much, and once again, I’m amazed by the will he possesses, the determination he shows, and the sheer strength of his mind.

He is constantly maintaining a field around us, around the entire group 4, and unlike other members of the expedition, his field uses much less mana. It’s more accurate, yet it must also take a much greater toll on him. Nathaniel keeps it up for days, and I don’t remember if he has slept since this all began. He waits, and I don’t know what for. And that’s what scares me the most.

Something will happen, something terrible. He knows it, and he is expecting it.

When Tess asks him about it, he always tells her not to worry and not to distract him as he continues to keep his field running. I try to help, but I’m not able to do it for too long, a few minutes at most at a similar level to his. The particles are too hard to locate and too difficult to influence, even though my skill is able to do so. So I continue trying and improving.

Again and again. I push myself even further, seeing Isabella hugging Nathaniel with closed eyes.

I clench my teeth and try as hard as I can.

It takes a while, but the field I create allows me to see these particles as well and try to destroy them. Once again, I realize how difficult it is. And he’s working on inscribing a mana stone while doing this?

A few more days pass, and screams wake me up.

Quickly, while summoning my mana, I get to my feet and turn toward where the screams are coming from, after locating Izzy, who still clings to Nathaniel. He also looks toward the source of the screams.

And there, on the ground, one of the members of Serpent’s Eye continues to twitch, scream, and groan in pain, scratching his chest and body while tearing his clothes.

With horrified looks in their eyes, his guild members continue to watch, and it takes me a while to see what they have noticed.

There are things, small green things, all over the man’s body.

It takes me a bit longer to realize that they are leaves. Green leaves a normal tree would have.

And right now, those leaves are growing from under the man’s skin.


CHAPTER 103
UNFORGIVING RAGE



For a few minutes, I watch a man screaming and flailing on the ground. It’s one of the men that came with Elydor to our house. A man with long black hair, pale skin, and an annoying laugh.

After a while, I get bored, and since they stopped trying to get through the barrier, I go back to working on inscribing the mana stone.

That’s nearly all I’ve done in the past two weeks; I carefully observe them trying to get through the barrier, and I’m learning a lot. I’m not sure I would be able to get through it, not even with [Resonance], so watching them work while also examining it on my own helps a lot. Well, maybe I could get through, but I’d have to leave the others behind.

And I don’t want that.

The inscription I’m working on might help me create a passage through the barrier.

I sigh when the man starts screaming again and take a look toward where he is. Currently, branches are poking through his skin, and on these branches, more leaves grow. Blood is everywhere; his bones are breaking, and his screams become hoarse.

His guild is trying everything they can, yet nothing helps. No matter how many leaves or branches they remove, new ones grow. They can’t even stop it with their skills.

At some point, Elydor sends one man to Lily, and they grab her hand, pulling her toward the man and screaming something at her.

The petite, black-haired girl glances at me a few times and then tries something as well, yet even her healing is not helping and only seems to prolong the man’s suffering.

In the end, Elydor clenches his teeth, and a sharp blast of mana blows off the man’s head, the screams finally stopping.

As if not held back anymore, more and more branches poke through the dead man’s body, covering nearly the entirety of it, and beautifully vibrant green leaves appear, most of them covered in blood.

Tess pushes everyone from group 4 away and approaches me alone. She squats in front of me, her eyes more serious than ever.

“Nathaniel”—her tone is serious—“I need to know what’s happening. I need to know what’s wrong with you and how the hell you don’t care at all when they pull Lily around like that. Or when they hit Biscuit, punched Hadwin, or…” She shakes her head. “You haven’t been acting like yourself.”

“Tess, as I said, I’m busy.” I continue to examine her face. Her words also make me feel a hint of curiosity. Am I really that different? “I have my [Focus] constantly blocking my emotions so I can maintain the domain and keep you guys from ending up like him.” I nod at the man, well, a bunch of flesh, bones, and skin intertwined with branches and leaves.

She leans closer and whispers, “Nat, we can fight, we will deal with them all, and then we can get out of here on our own.”

It seems like two weeks down there have even affected Tess; her eyes are wild like an animal pushed into a corner and ready to bite.

I shake my head. “We won’t be able to, Tess. The moment we leave the tunnels and return to the city, the Living Tree will destroy us; I’m sure of that. The tunnels seem to block its influence to some extent. As for the barrier, I need to observe them a bit longer. Just a little bit longer, and I will be able to get us out.”

When I open my mouth to continue, I feel blood on my lips, and when I reach out to wipe it, I realize that it’s blood from my nose. It’s not the first time this has happened, but I don’t want Tess to see it.

“Should I call Lily? They already know she’s a healer, so…” Tess offers.

“It’s fine; there is no wound. It’s just that there are more and more particles in the air, and it’s getting more difficult,” I say.

In response to that, Tess’s face becomes even more worried.

Before she can say anything, I ask her, “Tess, do you trust me?”

Without any hesitation, she nods, and for a long moment, I just look at her. She’s not lying. There’s only full and honest trust shown in her expression.

I wonder how I earned that.

“Give this stone to Sophie; she can work on our project on her own if she gets bored. I think I won’t be able to do it right now.” I try to lower [Focus] to examine my feelings, but only deep, red-hot rage surfaces, so I slide back into the cold, calm embrace of the skill.

I check the latest notifications.

[Mana Domain - Level 5 > Mana Domain - Level 6]

[Perception - Level 37 > Perception - Level 38]

[Resonance - Level 24 > Resonance - Level 25]

Then I go back to observing the men and women trying to get through the barrier. I do it carefully, only perceiving mana. Once in a while, they notice my mana observing them, but I quickly cancel the skill, and they, unwilling to be distracted, continue.

I’m learning a lot from them, and I especially like the technique where they create mana circuits by drawing on the barrier with paint that conducts mana so well. Thanks to that, I keep getting better and better at inscribing patterns into my mana stones.

But to be honest, I’m quite disappointed. Even though the people working on the barrier are over Level 170 and have much more experience than my barely half a year in the tutorial, they don’t seem that good?

Or maybe they are. I don’t know. They all feel soft, easily distracted, and prone to panic. They lack hunger and determination, and they rely too much on the skills themselves.

They’re missing something that’s hard for me to describe.

Now they’re even drawing circuits on the ground to strengthen their repelling force of mana to fight against particles, and that’s where I see them panic the most. The way they twitch every time something itches them or their clothes rub against their bodies. The fear with which they keep looking around and the amount of mana they spend to fight against the attack of the Living Tree.

It’s almost funny.

One day has passed, and we are already close to exhausting all the food and water we brought with us. Unfortunately, the man who died had a skill that supplied us with water until now. I wonder if it’s a coincidence.

Even though group 4 is huddled around me to make me deal with as small a domain as possible, Lily comes to talk to me, not caring that others can hear. In her voice, I can hear how worried she is, and with my own eyes, I can see it in others. I have a suspicion that it might be something I usually wouldn’t like that much, but I’m currently using [Focus] to block nearly all emotions.

It’s a weird feeling; I’m surprisingly logical, but even then, there’s a hint of dislike bleeding through. It’s something that Maya told me some time ago. It’s as if the skill is changing my personality.

I don’t mind it lowering some emotions like fear, anxiety, or anger a bit, but this might be too much. Well, it’s not like I have much choice.

Lily continues to talk to me; she also touches me and sends her warm mana through my body in an attempt to heal, but there isn’t much she can do with the strain I put on myself. Not at her current level.

I listen to her, I feed Biscuit some food from my portion, and again I continue to work on my idea, inscribing a difficult set of circuits into the largest mana stone I have. I do it even though it makes it more difficult to stop the Living Tree’s particles.

Another day passes, and a woman dies in the same way the first man did. It starts with her arm, and after they cut it off in an attempt to stop it, leaves start growing through the skin on her neck. Once again, it’s someone from Elydor’s guild, and while cursing, he kills her, this time earlier than the man before.

I notice that he starts to look toward where the door to the mansion in the city is. I know that his decision is close.

He notices me watching him, and when our eyes meet, he is calm. Unlike before, when he acted like a B-rated villain, he is now focused in the face of danger. It’s not a skill; no, it’s just the strength of his will. You don’t become one of the most powerful men in a city like Virelia without being skilled.

Yet he is still an asshole, and soon his men come to our group, taking all the food and water away from us and pushing us further from the main group and into the darkness of the tunnel.

Elydor’s eyes are suspicious as he watches us, most likely wondering why we didn’t die the same way his guild members did.

Three more days pass, and all at once, four men from the small guild Blackrock die in the same gruesome manner.

Elydor and his men conduct some experiments now that they are not from their guild. They cut off limbs, they burn leaves, and they try to dissect them while they are alive and branches grow from them. They even draw some glowing symbols on them and test some items.

One of Elydor’s men tries some shadow skill, and Elydor himself sends his mana into the body of one of the men to fight against the process, but that only accelerates it.

And then, when all the men are dead and he stares down at their bodies, it seems to be enough.

“We will try to get through the city,” he says to the deafening silence that ensues.

His voice is sharp, and his face is determined. Mana moves around his body domineeringly, and he now seems taller and stronger.

“Fodder will go first and buy us some time, and then we will run for it, everyone on their own. The ones that make it will meet outside the city,” he says, ignoring the fact that the barrier is most likely around the entirety of the city.

He is desperate and wants to try it while he still has some strength left. The most surprising thing to me is that he doesn’t even suggest attacking the Calamity, clearly showing how terrifying the Tree monster is.

Well, the waiting is finally over.

After a long time, I stand up with a sigh of relief. I have learned all I can, and I do not need them anymore.

I throw the mana stone I was working on at Sophie and she grabs it, giving me a short nod. She immediately sends her mana inside, keeping the field that protects us from the Living Tree stable over a considerable part of the tunnel.

That much is enough.

After close to twenty days, I reach out and start weakening the hold over my emotions that [Focus] has.

MAYA JONES

Out of nowhere, the silence becomes even more deafening. It’s so quiet, I can swear I hear my blood moving through my veins. Then the air becomes colder, and every movement I make feels like I’m moving through molasses.

And only then does a loud thump sound, followed by another. As if a heartbeat continues to echo in the tunnel.

Nathaniel stands up, his face pale, bags under his eyes, messy hair, and even a visible hint of some weight loss. But he doesn’t move slowly, and I don’t feel any weakness from him; he stands up confidently, each movement sharp and strong.

Then mana starts radiating from his body. It slowly ramps up as if it’s a generator creating more and more of it, and it continues to flow into the tunnel, almost feeling like waves hitting and reflecting from it.

“Oh, so you did hide a little bit of mana.” Elydor smiles, immediately noticing it, his tone almost as if delighted by the challenge.

But it doesn’t stop there; even more and more mana continues to radiate from Nathaniel to the point where the smile slowly disappears from Elydor’s face, replaced by sheer surprise and then a hint of fear.

“Get into formation 5. We are against an Amplificator. Estimated level a bit under 200,” he hisses quickly at his men, his mana also activating.

On the other side, Nathaniel just lazily takes a step away from us and toward them, keeping group 4 behind his back.

“You with them?” Nathaniel asks shortly toward the woman called Obelia, guild master of Storm Brigade.

To Elydor’s cursing, Obelia shakes her head and only takes a step back, creating a barrier around her guild members that they continue to strengthen.

And then Nathaniel’s expression changes. The distant face he had up until now disappears as he deactivates the skill both he and I share. For the first time since we ended up trapped in the tunnels, his eyes become different. They are not so uncaring and distant anymore.

Like a burning fire, hate appears in them—a terrible, unforgiving rage.

At the same moment, his mana changes; it stops freely flowing and freezes in the air, dominated by his will.

“Change of assessment, level over 200, at least a rare-grade Primary class,” Elydor shouts, and his mana rushes and clashes against Nathaniel’s.


CHAPTER 104
SHEER FORCE OF MANA
POV SOPHIE MARTINEZ



Immediately after Nathaniel begins releasing his mana, members of a small guild called Blackrock and a few individuals from Serpent’s Eye who are nearby attack us.

Tess runs in front of me and hits the man who is about to attack Hadwin from behind while lightning crackles around her body, burning the attacking man. Her javelins spin around her, moving as if they have minds of their own, stabbing at anyone who attacks us.

Maya’s armor darkens, and she is thrown back by an explosion nearby. She is bleeding, and her eye seems hurt, but her armor darkens even more. I can see the wound healing at a visible speed. Moving faster and with a calm look, she attacks a woman with flames around her body.

The twins move even faster than Maya, constantly attacking a single target while confusing him with illusions of other people. The illusions seem so realistic, it’s hard to determine what’s real and what’s not.

Hadwin continues to take attacks from people, none of them able to pierce his skin or even draw blood. Hadwin is thrown back occasionally, but he stands up quickly and slashes with a sword he got from Nathaniel, each attack breaking barriers and piercing armor.

Kim maneuvers dozens of orbs made from silver metal around him, and seizing the opportunity, he shoots them at people trying to kill us. The orbs are boosted to an insane degree, barely a blur, and they deform or pierce the armor of anyone he attacks. Often, he also targets an opponent or two, and when he does, their movement slows down.

One of Elydor’s men performs something similar to teleportation and appears behind Lily, slicing into her neck and almost separating her head from her body. Just before we react, a few of Lily’s fingers disappear, and the wound heals nearly instantaneously. The man tries to vanish, but she’s already holding his hand. Lily uses her terrifying skill, and with one pulse of grayish mana, the man disappears, gear and all.

My eyes meet Lily’s. I shudder and avoid her gaze.

Someone shoots ice-like spikes at me, and I don’t react as Izzy creates bright blue flames that swirl around us. They melt and burn everything in their path, while our group doesn’t feel any heat. The man who attacked me gets surrounded by them, and his body burns and is set ablaze, even though he constantly tries to fight against them with his barriers made of ice.

I continue to maintain the barrier that blocks the particles of the Living Tree. Only when I notice one of the women creating a strong attack do I reach into her mind. At first, she reacts with extreme surprise, as like many, she’s unaware of mind manipulation, but she quickly defends herself, pushing against me. I don’t stop there, though; I attack more aggressively and burrow deeper, destroying her mental defense and taking over her mind while the woman screams in pain.

Then I send a simple order.

The woman’s expression changes and becomes calm, with only the fear in her eyes revealing her true feelings. The woman starts pumping all her mana into a single attack, ignoring the strain it places on her body and mind. She bleeds from her eyes, nose, and ears, but she disregards it all under my [Manipulation]. When she’s done, she turns around and releases the attack against her guild, torn apart in the subsequent explosion.

Blood and flesh cover the walls of the tunnel.

Another man approaches, clad in armor similar to Maya’s, and attacks Izzy, only to be grabbed by the ankle with purple mana arms. These aren’t translucent as before; they’re a solid, dark purple color and seem to be affecting the man’s armor, dissipating, disrupting, or dissolving it. A dozen more arms appear from Biscuit’s back and surround the man’s body, angrily tearing off pieces of the armor and dissolving the rest. Then, as the man screams, the mana arms tear off his head.

Biscuit looks around, and I notice his eyes glowing a purple hue. He shouts something at another enemy, using his telepathy differently—this time as an attack. The man screams in pain, clutching his head.

And then I feel that mana.

It’s as if a monster is waking up from deep slumber. The domineering mana fills the tunnels, and it continues to do so. It’s an immense, insane amount of mana that makes it feel as if it’s hard to breathe or move through.

Dealing with the last member of Blackrock, whom Tess kills with a burst of lightning, we all turn to the source of all of that.

It’s him.

Nathaniel stands there in the center of all that, releasing all this mana without any worry in the world and blocking ranged attacks thrown at him. His face has a bright smile on it, instead of the distant expression he’s shown in the past week.

Others probably can’t feel it, but I can with my [Manipulation]. The area around Nathaniel feels as if it’s his, the area within which he moves all this mana. There’s no efficiency, there’s no delicate control, and he doesn’t even use it to feed his skills.

It’s just a sheer amount of raw mana that he controls and moves. The mana is so dense, it’s possible to see it without any skills.

My mana continues to move through my body, cycling as I wish. [Focus] changes, and this time, it only helps me deal with my skills. My emotions come to the surface, filling me with anger I haven’t felt in a long time.

Every expression, every movement, every word Elydor says fills me with disgust as his mana rushes toward me, threatening and raging. He moves it in sharp, wisp-like constructs that continue to slash against the walls yet not damaging them at all; the tunnel is incredibly durable.

[Mana Domain] encompasses the entire tunnel, and I take a step toward him without waiting for Elydor’s attack to reach me. A disrupting wave is sent ahead, canceling his attack and a few attacks from his guild members.

At the same time, I hear group 4 finishing their fight against the members of Blackrock who stayed near them and a few members of Serpent’s Eye who joined the fight.

I feel movement in my shadow, and a woman steps out of it, a short dagger glowing in red light as she moves incredibly fast toward my neck. At the same moment, I feel pressure on me, some sort of gravity magic.

[Redistribution] slows the woman’s attack to a crawl as I absorb the energy of her movement. She tries to escape into my shadow again, but I disrupt the activation of her skill.

They throw more attacks against me, yet I quickly create a barrier that is stronger than ever before. Even then, a few cracks start appearing on it as I turn toward the woman, now blocked from the view of the rest of her guild.

In front of her, I create an orb. Not caring about efficiency, I use [Mana Infusion] to fill it with mana, then push more with [Redistribution], the orb turning into a tricolored one, blue, light blue, and purple mana swirling inside it.

“I remember you. You’re the one who laughed when he came to our house,” I say.

She doesn’t answer.

Oh, obviously, she can’t; I’m holding her movement with [Redistribution].

I laugh shortly. “Sorry, I didn’t realize.”

Then, strengthening my body and holding the tricolored orb in my hand, I bury it into her chest, blood and gore exploding on me. But I do not care and leave the orb shining brightly in her chest.

Still unmoving, blood flows from her mouth and her eyes start losing light. I lean closer. “Why aren’t you laughing now?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer and dies, right after my barrier breaks under the attacks of her guild.

I grab and throw her body against her guild mates.

For a moment, they hesitate and do not attack or block. Only a bit later does Elydor realize what’s happening.

“Barrier!” he shouts, his mana rushing back to him, creating a sphere around his guild, and over it, multiple additional layers are formed.

Before the orb inside the woman’s body explodes, I send a few javelins, boosted and filled with kinetic energy, toward the barrier, destroying several layers of it. Then I expand my domain to reach even behind them and start working on an Anchor.

The orb explodes, tearing the woman’s body apart and sending a shockwave through the tunnel.

I absorb all the heat around me into stored thermal energy. It puts pressure on me, but I force myself to do so. Surprisingly, they even weakened the explosion a bit, and when their barriers break down, no one is dead. There is not even an implosion.

Before they attack again, I activate the [Tether] I placed behind them through my Domain. I appear on their flank, and before they realize it, I grab a man by his neck. Immediately, I recognize him as one of the men who laughed when Elydor kicked Biscuit.

I smile at his terrified expression, and while disrupting his mana, I squeeze and pull off a big chunk of his neck. His heart continues to pump the blood that spurts on me as I kick him toward his guild mates.

[You have defeated Flame Ascendant - Level 162]

I sense something and strengthen my body, and the invisible slash that would have killed me only sends me against the wall. Before I hit it, I absorb my own movement and stop in place, dodging another attack and attack with vibrating kinetic energy while a high-frequency pitch rings in my ears. The man staggers backward with a big hole in his chest. I can even look through it before he falls to the ground.

Remembering him as one of the assholes, I send another blast of kinetic energy at his corpse, exploding it in its entirety, covering the walls in blood and tiny pieces of what used to be the man.

[You have defeated Terra Guardian - Level 171]

My javelin pierces through the chest of one of the men attacking me, expanding afterward, tearing his body into two pieces that fall down.

I burn his face with dark yellow flames until he stops screaming.

[You have defeated Shadow Weaver - Level 159]

They launch more attacks at me. A weird smoke that burns my skin, which I cancel with [Resonance]. Mana whips and projectiles that Elydor uses to attack while blocking my own with his quick and powerful barrier. He holds the sword in his hand, the sword with a blade made out of translucent white crystal that is slowly changing its color to pale blue.

The entire time, Elydor also pressures and fights against my [Mana Domain] and continues to destroy my anchors, not allowing me to use [Tether] again.

Two warriors charge at me; their movement is slowed by [Redistribution], yet not enough. Supporting them, a man keeps shooting arrows at me, each a deadly projectile glowing brightly.

But I do not hesitate and fires appear around me, slowly healing my body and preventing the warriors from moving much closer. I redirect the arrows with the barriers that I continuously create.

My heart continues to thump, and I release more and more mana into the area.

I disrupt the gravity skill trying to slow me down. A burst of kinetic energy throws one warrior away, and a laser-like flame continuously fed by the thermal energy my heart generates blazes toward him, more and more, even when a barrier appears around him to protect the man. I disrupt them, and while screaming, the warrior is set ablaze.

Still able to fight, he moves toward me while burning; an incredible amount of stats in physical attributes keeps him alive.

I step toward him, creating a sword in my hand to kill him. Then I sense something through my [Perception]. A few more members of Serpent’s Eye are moving toward my group.

My regulator changes its settings, and all my mana gets redistributed into physical stats.

With a swing of my fist, I hit the head of the burning man, exploding it like a watermelon, and then I release all the kinetic energy I have to push myself toward where the men are going.

I disrupt the slowing gravity skill, hit a few mana wisps away with my bare hands, and kick a woman with a shield who steps in my way. One of Elydor’s projectiles burrows into my side, destroying a few barriers I have created, but I ignore it.

Within a second, I reach the first group and extend my hand toward one of them.

Varrik was his name? Elydor’s right hand.

I place my hand on his shoulder and then fight against an attack that tries to disrupt my mana, his skin covered in some barrier that tries to do so. A giggle escapes my mouth at his attempt, and I squeeze harder, breaking his shoulder and making others in front of him turn around.

I disrupt his barrier with one short pulse of disrupting mana and then send a strong burst of kinetic energy through his body and watch as it swells, expands, and explodes in a shower of flesh and blood that hits me and his friends.

[You have defeated Crimson Bloodtracker - Level 172]

Attacks enter my domain, and I create barriers behind my back while boosting my body even further and moving ahead.

The man that charged at group 4 dodges my attack, and his fist hits my chest with force strong enough to explode my body if I hadn’t strengthened it. Tattoos start glowing on his body, and his movement speeds up, with multiple attacks landing while two more men get behind my back and the remaining woman sends a lightning attack at me.

Barriers behind me break, and this time Elydor stops hiding and charges as well, sending waves of mana toward me and creating pressure that makes it hard to move mana outside of my body. The sword in his hand glows brighter, and Elydor moves much faster than before.

[Focus] allows me to see every detail, and mana glows beautifully in a black-and-white world.

This is too easy.

The world is as if slowed down, and I take a deep breath in and out. Then, fueled by the anger that still keeps burning inside of me, I reach toward my Mana Reservoir, which is three times the size of my entire mana, and use it for the first time.

A few mana arms form within my [Mana Domain] and grab the men and women closest to me. With just a simple thought, I control my mana, and the arms tear them apart, limb by limb, and I throw them at Elydor, amused by his expression.

Multiple attacks are shot at me, but barriers and shields form immediately out of my mana within the domain. The barriers break but are quickly replaced as I disregard mana expenditure.

Right now, my mana feels truly bottomless.

Elydor creates orbs that explode, dissipating large amounts of that mana within my domain. A terrifying attack follows, piercing through multiple barriers and throwing me against the wall.

A man rushes at me, bright blue tattoos glowing on his body. It’s almost cute.

Quickly, I form ten javelins around me and throw them at the man. He dodges three of them, the fourth hits him and throws him to the side, and somehow, he destroys the rest of the javelins.

I form twenty more of them, each of them of a darker shade of blue than the ones before. By the twelfth one, the man gets pierced by it, the remaining javelins arriving and obliterating his body.

A short silence ensues, and then a loud thump sounds.

Five members of Elydor’s guild encircle me, Elydor as well, and he holds a sword that has a beautiful blade seemingly made of transparent crystal. He does something, and all the mana around me gets pulled toward the blade, which starts turning from blue to a darker shade of blue and emitting a pale blue light.

I block a few attacks and start actively sending mana toward Elydor and observing the sword in his hand. Such a nice weapon.

Two women attack me from behind, their bodies covered in some sort of armor made of mana. I just release more mana and form four bigger mana arms that grab them and pull until they are torn in half.

Again, I throw their bodies at Elydor.

He shouts something, and I can see tears in his eyes. Yet he still notices the tricolored orb inside one of the bodies and screams with rage, ordering a barrier to be created while moving at a speed that seems too high for someone with as many stats invested in mana.

An explosion follows, accompanied by heat, but there is no implosion, once again canceled by Elydor.

A few more of his guild members die in the attack, unable to defend against it on their own.

What a letdown.

Elydor starts pulling out and using multiple mana stones, an amulet, and some other equipment, but he doesn’t feel threatening anymore. His attacks are strong, yet they feel desperate, and seeing fear in his face is satisfying yet disappointing.

I expected more from them.

The following fight takes barely over a minute. I don’t even have to carefully use my skills; I just radiate as much mana as I need and my attacks are simple enough to be called primitive. Just simple mana shaping. There is nothing they can do, unable to deal with my vast amount of mana. Their barriers are torn apart by massive mana arms. Attacks are blocked with barriers.

It’s not pretty, and it’s not efficient. There is no fight of wits, no exchange of skills. It’s just the sheer force of my mana.

In the end, four big mana arms appear, tearing away every limb of the Serpent’s Eye guild master while I ignore his attempts to continue to dodge or defend himself. The man screams, twitches, and tries to attack even in such a state, but to no avail. I let kinetic energy flow from my body and explode his limbs on the ground, reducing them to nothingness.

Then I throw Elydor toward Biscuit.

(Asshole!) A single word resounds, but this time, it feels different than usual.

Purple mana tentacles appear around the corgi, dozens of them, and they grab the man, completely enveloping him. It takes a long time, but at the end, the screaming stops, and Elydor’s mana signature disappears.

I feel mana from Obelia and her guild, and with a push from my kinetic energy, I move in front of them, stopping at the spot in front of their barrier by absorbing my inertia.

Obelia and her guild. The Storm Brigade didn’t join the fight at all, yet now I feel them preparing their mana, ready for anything. It doesn’t feel threatening; it’s more like saying, “If you attack, we will fight.”

I don’t like it.

While staring down at them, I start releasing more of my mana, taking more from my Mana Reservoir and using it to pressure them. There’s no hesitation in what I am doing, and I’m ready to fight them. To fight and win.

The pressure continues to increase on both sides, like two wild animals facing off and growling at each other.

Obelia says something, and reluctantly, slowly, her guild members, and then she herself, pull back their mana, deactivate their skills, and abandon their combat-ready stances.

Only then do I feel satisfied. I send one more strong pulse of mana through the tunnels and stop using my mana.

I pull all my mana back to my body, copying something I saw Elydor do, and soon, it all disappears as if it never existed.

A long sigh escapes my mouth, and I feel my face revert to its usual expression.

I turn back to group 4, and my domain reaches them again, once again countering the attack of the Living Tree.


CHAPTER 105
OUT OF THE TUNNELS



Everyone from group 4 seems to be fine; there are some wounds, but nothing terrible. Unsurprisingly, they were able to deal with a few enemies even though most of them were at higher levels than our group.

I would be surprised if it hadn’t ended up the way it did. They totally decimated poor Blackrock and a few members of Serpent’s Eye that were nearby.

“Lily, would you mind? I might need a bit of healing,” I say, leaning against the wall and sliding to the ground.

Immediately, Lily stops healing Hadwin’s hands and comes rushing to me.

Wow, Lily, that’s harsh.

She sits down next to me and puts her hand on my shoulder, and soon I can feel her warm mana flowing inside my body. I’m also keeping plenty of thermal energy flowing through me to have my passive skill activated, and with Lily’s healing, I’m quickly getting better.

While sitting there, I check on my Mana Reservoir, and there’s still around thirty percent of its total size left. Not bad. I could use my mana more efficiently, but it was worth it.

I look up, just in time to see Biscuit throwing Elydor’s body far away into the tunnel.

Such a good boy.

For a few minutes, no one says anything, just continuing to calm down and letting me rest a bit while I keep the Living Tree’s particles from reaching us. I’m getting quite good at it, am I not?

My mood is also much better now, and even though some of the remaining people inside the tunnel seem to have grim faces, I’m not worried at all. Obviously, I already know what I will do. If I didn’t, I would’ve endured the past few weeks for nothing and ended up disappointed in myself.

Tess and Haddy, being as reliable as they are, are already looting the corpses of Serpent’s Eye. Some of the items survived the fight, some of them of really high rarity, and then there’s also a chest and a few items they got from Champion’s house.

I notice a few greedy glances from Storm Brigade, but no one does anything, so group 4 collects a pretty sizable pile of items, mana stones, and some other valuables. Temporarily, they take some items to use, and the rest they put on a pile closer to the barrier, packed and ready to be moved.

“I suppose you do have a plan?” Obelia moves closer, accompanied by one of her aides. Neither of them is using mana.

Seeing her act so respectfully feels weird, but not in a bad way. Obelia is smart, smarter than Elydor, and even though she didn’t help, she didn’t underestimate me. It makes me wonder what she would think, knowing that my level is lower than even that of the aide next to her.

Actually, should I tell her? It would be fun to watch.

“Yes, I have a plan. I will need the biggest mana stone you have for that,” I say shamelessly even though there are plenty of mana stones we got from looting Serpent’s Eye.

Obelia hands me two of them, the ones that are even worth more than the ones worth a few hundred thousand dollars.

“Two more, and that weird mana stone you guys got from the Champion’s house,” I ask.

Even though her aide seems about to complain, Obelia just does so. She reaches into her inner pocket and gives me three mana stones, and even that nice, spheric mana stone I saw them get from the manor—an item densely covered in mana circuits that I identify as epic grade.

She doesn’t even hesitate, and her eyes are calm and decisive as she does so. She is simply paying me to help get her out as well. I bet I could get even more if I asked, but I think it’s better to create a good relationship with her.

I really like her decisiveness and her logical thinking.

“It will take a while, maybe an hour or two, and then we can go on,” I tell her.

With a nod, she goes back to her guild.

“Lily, go and heal poor Haddy. I need to focus now and work on something,” I tell her.

“Are you saying that I’m distracting to you?” she says with a small, cheeky smile. Like everyone else, she’s a bit down, tired, and somewhat depressed after two weeks in dark tunnels, yet she tries to joke with me.

Before I can pinch her nose, she stands up and joins the rest of the group.

You have escaped this time, silly girl.

Finally, I put away the stones I got from Obelia and keep only one that I hold in my left hand, the one that Lily restored on the second floor, which is pale white up to my shoulder.

My mana enters the stone, and I consolidate my [Focus] and start working.

The process is similar to creating a construct inside my body, yet a bit easier, meaning that a mistake won’t hurt me, and a big mistake won’t kill me. At worst, it will destroy the stone.

Unsurprisingly, the stone Obelia gave me is better than even the ones from before, and I’m sure with my current experiences, I won’t be able to use it to its fullest potential, so a lot of the stone will be wasted. But is that even a problem? It’s just some money, and if using an expensive mana stone helps me improve my chance of success even a tiny bit, it’s more than worth it.

The structure I’m creating inside it with [Mana Infusion] and [Resonance] is extremely delicate, and it mostly hovers inside, not etched yet, waiting to be finished before I permanently put it inside the stone.

[Mana Manipulation] also works, and then I get an idea and activate even [Mana Domain]. Not a big sphere-like field around me—I make it much smaller and just use it around the mana stone.

[Mana Domain - Level 6 > Mana Domain - Level 7]

A skill that leveled up during the fight levels up again as only [Focus] keeps me concentrated on the difficult task.

My skills work together in harmony. My creation becomes more and more intricate and detailed, and it’s getting harder to keep it from breaking apart.

The construct I’m creating right now is only for single use and is inspired by all the testing Elydor, Obelia, and everyone else did in an attempt to break the barrier. The biggest part of it and inspiration is my skill, [Resonance].

I could try to use [Resonance] only, but just from watching others’ attempts, I know how impossible something like that is. No matter how good the skill is, its level is not high enough to compete with the three-question-mark monster’s barrier. The amount of mana that flows through it, its density, and most likely levels of its skills are just that monstrous.

[Mana Infusion - Level 29 > Mana Infusion - Level 30]

As I finally decide to inscribe the construct inside the mana stone, my skill breaks through the bottleneck. At the same time, I quickly make a few changes, noticing the mistakes I didn’t feel while preparing for inscribing.

When I’m finally done, I sigh with relief and release my skills, and some tension escapes my body.

Mana Pulse Stone (Rare)

A single-use stone designed to channel a surge of mana to attempt to disrupt the Living Tree’s barrier. Once activated, it crumbles to dust.

I expect it to be of higher rarity, but even this should be enough as it’s just a single-use item that will help me channel my skill and mana.

After letting others know, I stand up and move toward the barrier. As before, it’s amazingly strong, and just knowing that it covers an entire sizable city gives me goose bumps.

I also remember Hydra, a three-question-mark monster Lissandra so easily tore apart on the second floor. Was it as strong as the Living Tree? Weaker? Maybe even stronger. How strong is an Absolute to be able to do something like that? As always, titles such as Champion and Absolute fill me with curiosity. But anyway, I will know when I get to that point.

With everyone around and prepared to run the moment I create a hole in the barrier, I hold the Mana Pulse Stone in my hand and push it against the barrier. Then I charge as much of my mana as I can, and, activating [Resonance], I send it through the stone, where it gets changed and modified to the frequency I need.

The only thing I do is [Focus] to create as strong a burst of mana as I can without having my body torn apart, relying on the mana stone to do the hard work instead of my body enduring.

The stone crumbles and the barrier only wobbles slightly, an amazing result compared to two big guilds being unable to do even that over two weeks, yet the barrier is still here.

Well, this is awkward.

I reach out with an open palm toward Obelia. Without hesitating, she places another mana stone in the palm of my hand, and I get back to inscribing.

It takes a few more days and two more tries to finally succeed.

When the tear finally appears in the barrier, everyone rushes out, and then we continue to run without looking back.

We run until we get out of the tunnels through a hidden passageway.

Yet no one celebrates. As quickly as we can, we get to the array we used to arrive there, and Obelia and a few of her members start putting mana stones into the circle and operating it with their weird item.

The entire time, the remainder of us face the old capital, staring at the Living Tree. Even now, the city is entirely covered in a spherical barrier that seems to glow.

It takes a few more minutes, and the barrier starts to expand. Slowly but surely, it grows bigger and bigger, covering more and more of the area around the city.

That prompts the members of Storm Brigade to move faster, their movements urgent and exchanging short shouts while Obelia, with a calm demeanor, leads them.

When the circle finally activates, the barrier isn’t even that far off, and I welcome the feeling of falling as we get transferred away.

We don’t find ourselves back on the circle near Virelia we used for transport; instead, it’s a circle somewhere on the plains, and far in the distance, I can see mountains, anthills, the territory of good ol’ bus-sized ants.

“We didn’t have time to pick the exact location,” Obelia tells us. “But we should be able to get to Virelia fairly soon, so I think that much is fine.”

“Sounds good,” I tell her, and finally, there is more relief that I feel.

Looking at the items group 4 carries, I can’t wait to examine them all.

“Weird, they never leave their territory,” I hear someone say and feel goose bumps on my back.

Oh no.

Tess also looks toward where Obelia is looking and activates her [Farsight].

“They aren’t that far away from the anthills,” Tess tells Obelia.

The guild master of Storm Brigade looks at Tess and nods. “They are not. But even this is weird. I don’t think I ever heard of any ant leaving their territory.”

It’s fine.

“Miss, I think we should leave and maybe inform other guilds. They will want to set up some watches to observe their movements. Just in case.” The voice of Obelia’s guild member is worried.

It’s totally fine.


CHAPTER 106
BOOP



Tess’s gaze burns on the back of my head the entire time we are moving toward the city, and I don’t know why she does that. I did nothing wrong.

Everyone would have done the same. Everyone SHOULD do the same and throw a few fire orbs into the tunnels.

As we enter the city, Obelia gives me a small mana stone that contains the address of her guild and different ways to contact her. It can also be given to the guards who should let her know that it’s me looking for her in case it happens.

She also mentions that Elydor’s death will create a big mess and looks at me as if expecting me to do something.

Knowing how much trouble it would be to get involved in this mess, I wave my hand, not bothered by her look that tries to guilt-trip me into doing something.

“I will see you around, and thanks,” she says and then leaves with her guild members.

Our guild does the same, and we quickly rush to our house. When we finally get there, everyone disappears to take long showers, leaving all the loot in the middle of the living room. Items most likely worth more than some people can imagine just sit there: on the carpet, against the wall, thrown on the table.

Without a care in the world.

It’s somewhat amusing to see items that caused so many deaths and took so much time for Serpent’s Eye to plan and acquire. We suffered over two weeks in a dark tunnel, constantly worried about getting killed, yet right now, they aren’t even worth more than a shower.

I look at Biscuit. “What do you think?”

(Sustenance?) the small corgi asks.

“Yes, we will buy you a lot of food,” I tell him.

He woofs, and it somehow sounds thankful.

Then, after checking that everyone is still away, I kneel down to get my face closer to him. For a moment, I look at this cheeky yet gentle doggo and remember how they treated him while I was deep in [Focus] and blocking my emotions to protect everyone.

“I’m sorry I let them do those things to you,” I whisper carefully, still worried someone might hear it. Then I carefully touch and pet his head.

That makes Biscuit stop swinging his tail, and he looks directly into my eyes.

I continue to pet his head, once again feeling the rage for how he and others were treated. I know I did it to protect them, but it still feels wrong.

“I would never let them treat you like that without really good reason,” I whisper after once again checking that no one is around.

Telling anyone who could respond normally would feel way too weird and be too difficult for me. But with Biscuit, it’s somewhat easy.

“So thank you for enduring,” I finish and boop his nose, but only once.

In response, Biscuit starts hovering and slowly floats higher until his eyes are at the same level as mine.

For a while, he looks at me that way, his eyes feeling much more intelligent than back then on the first floor.

Then he lifts up his right front paw and touches my nose with it, a movement similar to how I always boop his nose. He doesn’t say anything, but his eyes seem gentler than ever.

I wait until everyone is back in the living room, and only then do I tell them to wait for me and not to touch any items until I’m back.

The boys seem to be extremely unhappy and excited to go through the items, but their slightly angry looks that follow me as I walk upstairs only make me more powerful.

I need to do something petty like that to feel manly once again.

Damn, who would have known that the best manipulator of group 4 isn’t Sophie, Isabella, or Tess? Nope, as always, our animal overlords beat us even in that. Biscuit is the most dangerous being here.

Should I just give up, lie down, and wait for the end? I bet if I did, Biscuit would clear this floor for me. Heck, he’s probably even manipulating people in the Community who have long since learned that he is actually a cute, burrito-shaped corgi.

Dangerous, everything here is dangerous.

Inside the shower, I turn up the heat and close my eyes, replaying the past two weeks. Going through everything that happened while my emotions weren’t suppressed is a weird experience, and at times, I almost get angry at myself, but in the end, I can’t help but agree with everything I did.

Thanks to my decision, no one from our group died, we survived, everyone got five hundred shards, we got plenty of items, and we even got rid of a few pieces of human trash.

Others also did well, enduring all of that, and fought well when it came to it, but even now I feel a weird confusion as to why they put so much trust in me. They went through with my plan, waiting and trusting. They endured the treatment Serpent’s Eye members gave them and the darkness of the tunnels.

In some way, the trust they put in me feels heavy, and from a logical point of view, I can understand why they did so. I’m strong, I’m talented when it comes to mana, and I am willing to push myself. Plus, I did have a plan.

On the other hand, it’s something I don’t think I would be able to do. Just doing that would require a huge amount of trust and a willingness to give up control, and that’s something I haven’t liked to do ever since going through all the bullshit in my childhood.

Well, anyway, bygones be bygones.

I finish my shower and take a bit more time to find some super-comfortable clothes from the many I still have in the locker. Only then do I walk downstairs, refreshed and feeling much lighter.

Unsurprisingly, the twins and Min-Jae are already going through the items, and the moment they see me, they point at Lily. “It was her idea.”

Before they start bickering, I just look at the petite, black-haired girl. “Well, Lily, I have to say I’m disappointed in you,” I joke, and it earns me a few surprised looks when I plop onto the couch beside Isabella and Sophie.

“Nathaniel Gwyn, joking and not being petty. The world is coming to an end,” Maya reacts dramatically out loud and throws a bag of snacks at me, which I grab and start eating quickly.

In a good mood, I decide to ignore the attack on my person and turn to the twins. “Sword with a blade made of something like crystal,” I tell them, and immediately, I get the sword Elydor used.

Ethercrystal Shortsword (Epic)

Forged from the elusive Ethercrystal, this transparent blade can absorb ambient mana from its surroundings. The sword channels the absorbed mana to bolster the user’s physical strength momentarily.

Ohoo, so it’s as I thought. Good, time to look into absorbing ambient mana.

“Mine,” I say and put the sword next to me. “Next.”

Lily giggles as I get another item. This time, it’s a cloak.

Veilshade Cloak (Epic)

Tailored from the rare and elusive shadow silk, this cloak grants the wearer a veil of obscurity against magical detection. Its dark aura masks the user’s magical signature, making it a prized possession for those seeking to move unnoticed through places guarded by magical enchantments.

Huh, not bad, but nothing amazing. The effect is probably really good, looking at the item’s rarity, but not something I would like.

“Fight over it after we are done,” I say and put it on the table, as generous as I am.

All the items should be mine, to be honest, so giving away something of such high rarity is quite nice of me, isn’t it? Someone should praise me and bring me more snacks.

The next item is a weird cube made of metal with its surface covered in white etchings of mana circuits.

Abyssal Anchor (Epic)

This gravity anchor is made from a heavy mythical metal. When activated, it creates a gravitational pull, dragging foes toward the item and locking them in place, leaving them vulnerable and restrained.

This one also seems to be really good. The gravitational pull must be strong for it to be an epic item.

I think about it a bit longer and then just put it on the table next to the cloak.

Unfortunately, I don’t have much time to try to learn its effects and gravity magic too. My current priorities are coordinates and hopefully buying another epic passive skill.

Epic items are something that can be taken away; a passive is something that I will keep, hopefully forever, and looking at them being twice as expensive as items of the same rarity, the system seems to agree with me.

Before I get another item, I pull out the spheric mana stone I got from Obelia and check it as well.

Mana Core Sphere (Epic)

This enigmatic sphere contains a pulsing core that can be filled with mana, which then resonates with other magical energies nearby. When activated, it can disperse a wave of mana that temporarily silences the magical abilities of foes in the vicinity.

Did I feel that its effect would be similar to [Resonance] when I asked Obelia to give it to me? I will check it and its effect before deciding if I give up on it. The item seemingly can create lasting disruption, so that’s something worth examining.

I put it away and take the last epic item from Min-Jae.

Darkstride Ring (Epic)

This ring is imbued with a dark enchantment that allows the wearer to step into the shadows and reappear a short distance away in a different shadow, effectively granting the ability to blink through shadows for a tactical advantage.

Curious, I put it on my finger and send mana inside the ring. Then, following the feeling, I activate it and reach toward the closest shadow to me.

I feel as if my body elongates and turns into a blur, and I enter the shadow. While inside it, I feel something like a sort of connection toward the shadows in the room. The more I send mana into it, the further shadows are connected to me. To test it, I exit the shadow and then enter it again to return to my original spot.

“Wow.” Izzy looks at me with big eyes and reaches to take the ring off my finger, to which I pull my hand away, much to her annoyance.

I like it but also have a feeling that if I take it, I will start relying on it instead of trying to improve my [Tether] and my anchors. It’s also weirdly limiting in comparison to my skill.

In the end, I put it on the table, and Sophie immediately moves it further away from little Isabella, who tries to take it.

As for the rare grade items that we got, I don’t even look at them. There are probably some I would still find useful or interesting, but in the end, their rarity will limit them strongly and would soon end up being useless to me.

Selling them to the system might be a good idea, but the system drastically reduces the prices of items, so we wouldn’t get many shards. It probably is better to try to sell them through the auctions in Virelia and then attempt to buy even better items or save money for something interesting.

“How about the chest?” I ask the twins, pointing to the chest near them, the one that two of Elydor’s men had to carry, even with their strong bodies, and that made him so happy.

“We couldn’t open it at all.” Dennis shakes his head.

“There is no lock, and even Sophie didn’t sense any mana from it, nor could she do anything,” Aaron adds.

Oh, isn’t that interesting?

I stand up and move toward the chest to observe it. It’s made of a black, wood-like material, yet it’s heavy. Either the material is very dense, or the item inside is very heavy. It’s not that big, but big enough for a short sword, dagger, a bunch of books, or a piece of armor. Anything could be in there.

Slowly, I go through most of my skills that might help me get inside, yet nothing works. Even kinetic and thermal energy doesn’t make a difference, and something tells me that even if I go all out, it won’t change.

I turn. “Lily?” I prompt.

“I already tried. [Disintegration] didn’t do anything,” she says.

This is what surprises me the most. Lily’s skill is something that even made Lissandra hesitate. Yes, the cockroach-like Absolute wasn’t at her strongest, not even close to it, but even so, it shows how scary the potential of that skill is.

Looking at the chest, I feel my hopes rising and my inner loot goblin awakening. Knowing that we were going to the Manor of the Champion, I hoped for items with a higher rarity than epic, maybe even similar to Peacemaker or Sword of Aeons from the second floor, yet we only found epic items.

I usually don’t care much about items, but heck, even I’m attracted to shiny ones like the Valorplate that one of the Calamities wears or maybe the one inside the chest.

No matter how many months or years it will take, I will find a way to get it out!

The story continues in Hell Difficulty Tutorial 3!
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